



































Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

























































Mary Lindsay Van Tine 





Translated Conquests: Archive, History, and Territory in Hemispheric Literatures, 1823-1854 
 
Mary Lindsay Van Tine 
 
 “Translated Conquests” recovers the deep linkages between New World texts and territories 
to offer a new understanding of the relationship of literature to empire in the nineteenth-century 
United States. When Columbus planted a flag on a Bahamian beach, it was the notary in the 
background who transformed his performance of possession into legal truth; from this moment 
forward, Spanish empire relied on paper “instruments” to claim and administer New World 
territories. I reconstruct the forgotten history of how, as Spain lost its hold on these American 
territories in the nineteenth century, much of the material archive of its colonization project was 
relocated from the past seat of New World empire to the future one—the United States. While the 
hemispheric turn in American literary studies made it a commonplace that the nineteenth-century 
narrative appropriation of Spanish “discovery” and “conquest” ran parallel to the territorial 
appropriation of former Spanish possessions, my project reveals that these processes were materially 
linked through an inherited archive that authorized both truth-claims and land claims.   
Bringing methods drawn from book history to bear on hemispheric studies, “Translated 
Conquests” traces the circulation of these material texts—ranging from colonial titles and portolan 
charts to relaciones and manuscript histories—to demonstrate that their accumulation in the United 
States underwrote claims to hemispheric history and territory in the expansionist period between the 
Monroe Doctrine (1823) and the Gadsden Purchase (1854). By grounding hemispheric studies in 
material flows, my project offers a revised conceptual framework that situates nineteenth-century 
U.S. imperialism within the longue durée of an entangled Atlantic World. Novelists, historians, and 
translators including Washington Irving, Robert Montgomery Bird, William Hickling Prescott, and 
Buckingham Smith refashioned Spanish history as the prehistory of the United States, but these 
  
nationalist works emerged from a transnational network that included London antiquarian and 
bookdealer Obadiah Rich, Spanish scholar Martín Fernández de Navarrete, and Mexican historians 
Carlos María de Bustamante and José Fernando Ramírez. As they claimed newly-available sources, 
all of these authors entered into a centuries-old debate over how to write the history of the New 
World, questioning which genres and media counted as reliable evidence and what kinds of claims 
they authorized. My readings of how the archive both materially enables and is figured in these 
works offers a revised understanding of the relationship between claiming history and claiming 
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INTRODUCTION: Claiming the Hemisphere 
 This dissertation traces the process by which the United States claimed hemispheric history 
and territory through the material archive of Spain’s empire in the Americas. Spain’s colonial 
enterprise was, from the beginning, a matter of the pen as much as the sword: papal bulls 
authorized conquest, notaries transformed readings of the Requerimiento into legal possession, and 
eyewitness relaciones laid claim to land and title even as they became sources for historians. For 
centuries these texts were closely guarded by the state, but in the wake of Spanish American 
independence in the 1820s the imperial archives began to open as collections held by families and 
religious orders also came up for sale. Amidst the antiquarian scramble that followed, U.S. 
diplomats and bookdealers effected a massive transfer of the materials of New World history from 
the past seat of empire in the Americas to the future one, sending shipments of rare books, 
manuscripts and archival transcriptions to institutions and collectors in the United States. In their 
new context, fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Spanish-language texts served not only as historical 
evidence, but also as legal evidence under the “Doctrine of Discovery” written into U.S. law in 
Johnson v. M’Intosh (1823) and under the treaties that ceded Louisiana, Florida and northern Mexico. 
While Hemispheric Studies has established that the U.S. appropriation of New World history and 
territory went hand-in-hand, my project demonstrates that these processes were materially linked 
through an inherited archive that authorized both truth-claims and land claims.  
 Bringing methods drawn from book history to bear on hemispheric studies, “Translated 
Conquests” traces the circulation of these material texts—ranging from colonial titles and portolan 
charts to relaciones and manuscript histories—to demonstrate that their accumulation in the United 
States underwrote claims to hemispheric history and territory in the expansionist period between the 
Monroe Doctrine (1823) and the Gadsden Purchase (1854). By grounding hemispheric studies in 
material flows, my project offers a revised conceptual framework that situates nineteenth-century 
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U.S. imperialism within the longue durée of an entangled Atlantic World. Novelists, historians, and 
translators including Washington Irving, Robert Montgomery Bird, William Hickling Prescott, and 
Buckingham Smith refashioned Spanish history as the prehistory of the United States, but their 
nationalist works emerged from a transnational network that included London antiquarian and 
bookdealer Obadiah Rich, Spanish scholar Martín Fernández de Navarrete, and Mexican historians 
Carlos María de Bustamante and José Fernando Ramírez.  
 As they claimed newly-available sources, all of these authors entered into a centuries-old 
debate over how to write the history of the New World, questioning which media counted as reliable 
evidence and what kinds of claims they authorized. The process by which Spanish New World 
history was rewritten as the prehistory of the United States depended on accessing, assessing, 
translating, and remediating a range of unfamiliar or antiquated textual artifacts, across languages, 
genre, media, and modes of inscription. Each of my chapters traces out a text-network to examine 
how nineteenth-century rewritings of three major episodes in Spanish colonialism—Columbus’ 
“discovery,” Cortes’ “conquest” of Mexico, and Cabeza de Vaca and De Soto’s failed conquests in 
North America—negotiated the promises and the limits of the archive. U.S. authors took up this 
history in a range of media and genres that included documentary compilation, narrative and 
philosophical history, and historical romance, but all evinced a fascination with the materiality and 
power of the centuries-old texts with which they engaged. My readings of how the archive both 
materially enables and is figured in these works offer an alternate model for thinking about how the 
antebellum United States, in Leah Price’s recent formulation, “did things with books.”1  
                                                
1 See Leah Price, How to Do Things with Books in Victorian Britain (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2012). 
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The rubric of “the archive” is central to my project in several ways.2 First, my project 
reconstructs the provenance of significant collections of Spanish Americana in the United States, 
which, I show, began to accumulate in the first half of the nineteenth century.3 Second, I explore 
how the authors I treat engaged with sources in their works. Different media and genres enabled a 
range of archival stances, from the Romantic fantasy of direct access to the past to the scientific 
fantasy of totality and objectivity. And finally, I aim to maintain an awareness throughout of my own 
archival practice in reconstructing this story. We can see in this history, I would suggest, the 
development of a nineteenth-century brand of hemispheric studies. And these early practitioners 
shaped not just our modes of knowledge production, but the very archives that make hemispheric 
work possible for U.S. academics today. 
The Spanish Archive  
The Spanish empire was a bureaucratic one that ran on paper. Kathryn Burns has recently 
detailed what she calls the “paper trail of possession” that began with the notary who accompanied 
Columbus. “In the beginning,” she writes, was “the word—the Castilian, notarial word.” Notaries 
were “truth’s alchemists,” able to generate “written, duly witnessed, and certified truth.” A notary 
                                                
2 Paul Erickson has recently noted that literary scholars, influenced by poststructuralist theorizations 
of “the archive,” often define it more capaciously than historians, archivists, and librarians. While in 
the field of information management an archive refers to a repository for unique materials, literary 
scholars might use the term to refer to a special collections library that holds rare but not unique 
books. In using the term “archive” I generally refer to materials housed in Spain’s imperial archives 
as well as transcriptions of those materials, but occasionally employ it more loosely to denote a 
broader “archival transfer.” In doing so, I follow the usage of nineteenth-century actors, who 
generally did not make an explicit or clear-cut distinction between manuscripts and rare print 
sources or state and private collections. See Paul Erickson, “Where the Evidence Is: Or, Willie 
Sutton Visits the Library,” J19 2.1 (Spring 2014): 186–94. 
3 In the nineteenth century, “Americana,” previously a Latin adjective used in the titles of 
bibliographies such as Obadiah Rich’s Bibliotheca Americana, began to be used as a noun to designate 
“books, manuscripts, or other literary artefacts relating to, or made in, the continent of America or 
the United States, esp. which are considered to possess historical significance.” The first use of 
“Americana” as a noun recorded by the OED is from 1841. In one sense, my project traces the 
emergence of “Americana” as a concept and a collecting category. See “Americana, n.,” OED Online 
(Oxford University Press) <http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/view/Entry/248480>. 
June 15, 2015. 
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transformed actions into instrumentos, or legally valid records. While ceremonies of possession 
included speech acts and the performance of “corporal acts” such as planting a flag, it was the 
written document produced by the notary, or escribiano, that “constitute[d] imperial claims as legally 
true.” Notaries were thus “indispensable to possession.”4 
In the early stages of Spanish colonization in the New World, notarial records, along with 
paper of every other stripe, were deposited in the Casa de Contratación in Sevilla, which became an 
“immense storehouse of knowledge that arrived in reports, relaciones, letters, and petitions from 
every corner of the empire.”5 As María Portuondo has explained, the most important materials 
remained in manuscript as jealously guarded state secrets.6 By the sixteenth century, records relating 
to the Indies were housed in the Archivo General de Simancas, the oldest national archive in 
Europe.7 In 1790, documents pertaining to the colonies were moved to Sevilla to establish the 
Archivo General de Indias, and materials that had previously been classified as “arcana imperii” 
appeared for the first time in print as the Spanish government loosened its grip on the archives. But 
                                                
4 Kathryn Burns, Into the Archive: Writing and Power in Colonial Peru (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2010), 2. 
5 Sylvia Sellers-García, Distance and Documents at the Spanish Empire’s Periphery (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2014), 18. 
6 Maps and written descriptions of geography and history were censored and their circulation 
prohibited, because they could enable enemies to navigate to the Indies and harm the Crown’s 
possessions and the peoples under its protection. See María M. Portuondo, Secret Science: Spanish 
Cosmography and the New World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 7-8. 
7 Founded in 1540 by order of Charles V, its location in a “defensible castle” was selected in the 
wake of a 1520-21 revolt during which many charters had been destroyed and was thus “optimized 
for protecting documents, not for their use.” But in 1572 Charles’ son Philip II commissioned plans 
for what would become the first structure in the modern era constructed expressly to serve as an 
archive. He gathered charters from across the kingdom to be stored in this central archive, thus 
shifting away from fortifications and towards a mode of protection that relied on the common 
interest of all the nobility in preserving the jointly-held records of their titles and privileges. See 
Arndt Brendecke, “‘Arca, Archivillo, Archivo’: The Keeping, Use and Status of Historical 
Documents about the Spanish Conquista,” Archival Science 10.3 (Sep. 2010): 267–83, 269. 
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it would not be until 1836, under Spain’s first liberal government, that Simancas and the Archivo 
General de Indias would open to researchers.8  
Thus, Spain’s imperial archives were for centuries repositories for closely-guarded state 
secrets. But in the wake of Spanish American independence movements state archives began to 
open to historical research, and political turmoil on the peninsula led to a boom in the antiquarian 
market as family and religious collections came up for sale. Across the Atlantic World, rare 
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century colonial documents, transcriptions, manuscript histories, printed 
“true relations,” and writings in indigenous languages and modes of inscription were on the move, 
prompting a scramble for the archive of Spain’s imperial past. While antiquarians in Britain and 
France sought to build collections, scholars and authors in Spain, the United States, and Mexico 
were particularly spurred to recover and print colonial records as a means to rewrite history in the 
service of nationalism. Spain embarked on a publication project to justify its New World 
colonialism, the United States claimed these sources to assume the mantle of empire, and Mexicans 
printed indigenous histories silenced by colonial censors to create an alternate legacy for their 
nation. 
As popular, scholarly, and political interest in hemispheric history grew, much of the material 
archive of that history was relocated, along with the “enunciatory authority” it conferred, to the 
United States. During the first half of the nineteenth century, U.S. diplomats, collectors, and 
antiquarian bookdealers effected the first stages of a sweeping relocation of the materials of New 
World history from the past seats of empire in the Americas to the future one, sending shipments 
of rare books, manuscripts and transcripts from Spain and Europe to institutions such as the 
Library of Congress, Harvard, and the Boston Athenaeum, as well as wealthy private collectors and 
scholars amassing working collections of copies. This commercial and scholarly trade ran parallel to 
                                                
8 Richard L. Kagan, Clio & the Crown: The Politics of History in Medieval and Early Modern Spain 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 297. 
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state transfers: The treaties that ceded former Spanish possessions to the United States—including 
the Louisiana territory (1803), Florida (1819), northern Mexico (1848) and finally the insular 
territories (1898)—also ceded, in clauses that had been utilized in European treaties since the 
fourteenth century, the archive of colonial records that would be needed to administer them.9 
Informally, state institutions such as the Library of Congress sought to buy antique 
manuscripts, books, and especially maps that could serve as evidence that had contemporary use-
value in disputes with European colonial powers over territories at the peripheries of the nation. 
Because the Doctrine of Discovery that had originated in the first wave of European colonialism in 
the Americas continued to be invoked by the U.S. Supreme Court as a valid principle for territorial 
claims in the antebellum period, old manuscripts, books, and especially maps had legitimate 
evidentiary status. Lobbying for the creation of a Library of Congress in 1783, James Madison had 
been prescient in arguing that Americana had value not only “as materials for a history of the 
United States,” but also as a means to defend territorial claims against “future pretensions against 
their rights from Spain or other powers which had shared in the discoveries and possessions of the 
New World.”10  
                                                
9 For Louisiana, see Alfred E. Lemmon, “The Archival Legacy of Spanish Louisiana’s Colonial 
Records,” The American Archivist 55.1 (Jan. 1992): 142–55; Henry Putney Beers, French and Spanish 
Records of Louisiana: A Bibliographical Guide to Archive and Manuscript Sources (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1989); Faye Phillips, “To ‘Build upon the Foundation’: Charles Gayarré’s 
Vision for the Louisiana State Library,” Libraries & the Cultural Record 43.1 (2008): 56–76. For 
Florida, see Sherry Johnson, “East Florida Papers, 1784-1821,” Florida Historical Quarterly 71.1 (Jul. 
1992): 63–69; “A Memorial to James Alexander Robertson,” Florida Historical Quarterly 21.2 (Oct. 
1942): 155–69. For Mexico, see Paul W. Gates, “Adjudication of Spanish-Mexican Land Claims in 
California,” Huntington Library Quarterly 21.1 (Jan. 1957): 213-236; see also Mark Rifkin, Manifesting 
America: The Imperial Construction of U.S. National Space (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009);  
For the Philippines and an overview of the transfer mandated by the 1898 treaty, see Ricardo L. 
Punzalan, “Archives of the New Possession: Spanish Colonial Records and the American Creation 
of a ‘national’ Archives for the Philippines,” Archival Science 6.3-4 (Dec. 2006): 381–92. 
10 Qtd. in Carl Ostrowski, Books, Maps, and Politics: A Cultural History of the Library of Congress, 1783-
1861 (Amherst and Boston: U of Massachusetts P, 2004), 9. 
 7 
 During the first half of the nineteenth century, no one did more than U.S. diplomat, scholar, 
collector, and antiquarian bookdealer Obadiah Rich to effect this transfer; he was, in the words of 
Richard Kagan, “instrumental in the birth of Hispanism in the United States.”11 A Bostonian who 
had gotten his start as a merchant, he held diplomatic appointments in Spain between 1807 and 
1828, first as the United States Consul in Valencia and later as the Secretary of Legation in Madrid. 
The Napoleonic Wars and subsequent political turmoil in Spain had led to a boom in the antiquarian 
book trade as religious institutions were shut down and private family collections were sold off by 
those forced into exile. Rich was in a position to take advantage of this flooded market, when, as he 
wrote, “the most valuable Books and MSS. may now be had at prices far below their value.”12 In the 
mid-1820s, then, Washington Irving could not have written his bestselling history of Columbus 
anywhere but in Madrid, where he drew on the impressive private collection Rich had already 
amassed. Shortly thereafter, Rich moved to London to set up as an antiquarian bookdealer, and for 
the next two decades he was the main supplier of U.S. institutions as well as wealthy private 
collectors like James Lenox and John Carter Brown, whose “bibliomania” spurred the rise of 
Americana as a prestige collecting category and led to skyrocketing prices.13 Rich also used his 
connections in Spain to secure permission for scholars like Prescott to transcribe official documents 
                                                
11 Richard Kagan, “Introduction,” Spain in America: The Origins of Hispanism in the United States, ed. 
Richard Kagan (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2002): 1-20. 
12 Qtd. in Paul Norman Tucker, “Obadiah Rich, 1783-1850: Early American Hispanist,” Ph.D. Diss. 
(Harvard University, 1973), 53. Tucker’s unpublished dissertation remains the only full-length study 
of Rich. 
13 The early nineteenth century saw the rise of “bibliomania,” the craze for collecting antique books 
and manuscripts that was initially centered in London. Philip Connell explains that bibliomania 
instantiated a shift in the “cultural status of the antique text”: “The material traces of the literary past 
now had a price tag, a social cachet and—in the period that saw the introduction of the steam press 
and stereotype printing—the venerable aura of sacred relics.” Bibliomania thus introduced a 
consciousness of books not only as immaterial texts but also as material objects that were at once 
commodities and relics with an aura that cheap mass-produced print lacked. See Philip Connell, 
“Bibliomania: Book-Collecting, Cultural Politics, and the Rise of Literary Heritage in Romantic 
Britain,” Representations 71 (Summer 2000): 24-47, 25. 
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that remained in Spanish archives.14 In 1848, having acquired two of the most extensive collections 
of Spanish Americana in Europe, he sold them, along with the bulk of a personal collection he had 
been building for decades, to Lenox and Brown.15 Thus, by 1854, when U.S. antiquarian 
Buckingham Smith decided to translate and publish two rare and little-known sources related to the 
De Soto expedition, he had only to call on Lenox in New York.  
Unarrested Archives 
 In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault defines the archive not in material terms as a 
static collection of historical documents or the institution that houses them, but rather as a 
productive force that enables discourse. He suggests that the archive is “that which defines at the 
outset the system of enunciability”: it is “the law of what can be said, the system that governs the 
appearance of statements and unique events.”16 In Archive Fever, Derrida also explores the link 
between the archive and state power, noting that “[t]here is no political power without control of the 
archive, if not of memory.”17 He traces the etymology of the word “archive” from the Greek arkhe, 
which can mean both commencement and commandment, and from arkheion, “initially a house, a 
domicile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates, the archons, those who 
commanded.” Derrida stresses that this emplacement, this residence, is the very condition of the 
                                                
14 Tucker 43-56. 
15 In 1845, Rich made the most significant purchase of his career when he bought Henri Ternaux de 
Compans’ entire collection of books and manuscripts. Terneaux, a French diplomat who published a 
bibliography of Americana in 1837 and also undertook French translations of many of these 
unpublished sources, had acquired a collection of transcriptions from archives across Spain that had 
been compiled by the Spanish historian Muñoz at the end of the eighteenth century. Around this 
time, Rich also acquired the Irish Lord Kingsborough’s manuscript transcriptions from archives 
across Europe. In 1848, through the agent Henry Stevens, Rich sold all of the manuscripts to James 
Lenox of New York and many of the books to John Carter Brown of Providence. That sale formed 
the basis of collections that would become the John Carter Brown Library and the Obadiah Rich 
Collection at the New York Public Library. See Edwin Blake Brownrigg, Colonial Latin American 
Manuscripts and Transcripts in the Obadiah Rich Collection: An Inventory and Index (New York Public 
Library Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, 1978). 
16 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Discourse on Language, trans. A.M. Sheridan 
Smith (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 27. 
17 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (University of Chicago Press, 1998), 4. 
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archive’s power to “speak the law”: “It is thus, in this domiciliation, in this house arrest, that archives 
take place. The dwelling, this place where they dwell permanently, marks this institutional passage 
from the private to the public.”18 Derrida’s remarks, as Carolyn Steedman points out, are very much 
shaped by their occasion, and his theorization of the archive is therefore particularized in some 
respects and metaphorically capacious in others.19 Nonetheless, he presumes that the archive is 
“domiciled,” that it is premised on the idea of “dwell[ing] permanently.” While this is useful for 
thinking through the workings of power in the modern state, I suggest that a historicizing focus on 
the material instantiations of nineteenth-century archives can offer a different understanding, of an 
archive subject to changing hands. 
 The “archival turn” has demonstrated that state archives are bound up with state power, and 
much scholarly attention has focused on the control that states wield over their archives. For 
instance, Nicholas Dirks argues that, with the rise of the modern nation-state and the consolidation 
of archives in the nineteenth century, the state “literally produces, adjudicates, organizes, and 
maintains the discourses that become available as the primary texts of history.”20 But I want to 
suggest that as an unintended consequence, much of what has been written about “the archive”—its 
theory, its history, its praxis—seems to assume and reproduce the perspective of the nation-state 
that it diagnoses the archive as instantiating. In other words, much work on the archive assumes a 
national frame (or a colonial one) in its emphasis on the absolute control over the archive wielded 
by the state. There has been less discussion of the archive from an inter- or trans-national 
perspective, and little emphasis on those moments, during war or occupation or annexation, when 
                                                
18 Ibid. 2. 
19 See Carolyn Steedman, “Something She Called a Fever: Michelet, Derrida, and Dust,” The 
American Historical Review 106.4 (Oct. 2001): 1159–80, especially 1160-61. 
20 Nicholas B. Dirks, “Annals of the Archive: Ethnographic Notes on the Sources of History,” From 
the Margins: Historical Anthropology and Its Futures, ed. Brian Keith Axel (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2002): 47-65, 59. 
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archives move between states. After all, if the archive is the instantiation of state power, what happens 
when that power changes hands? Historically, in Europe, the archive followed suit.  
The moments at which states lose their records—during wartime occupation, for instance—
reveal even more clearly how control of the archive tracks with control of the territory it 
administers. Wartime seizure of archives during an occupation had been common practice in 
medieval Europe, and from the fourteenth century, treaties formalized this process by including 
clauses that mandated “the cession of archives necessary to the government of the territory 
annexed”—and, by the seventeenth century, the “restitution” of records and documents that had 
been looted.21 Thus, when in the early years of the nineteenth century Napoleon used his military 
conquest of Europe to carry out a campaign of “cultural plunder” that relocated the most 
prestigious archives, libraries, and collections to the new imperial center in Paris, he was following 
centuries of precedent.22 Likewise, the provision in the 1814 the Treaty of Paris that required France 
to restore the archival materials it had seized followed established wartime procedures. However, 
the French were reluctant to return records to Simancas that related to Spain’s relations with France 
and therefore held historical interest for France’s own national history. In a departure from 
previous conventions that allocated archives along with annexed territories, the French asserted a 
new principle of “territorial pertinence,” whereby “rightful ownership of records may be determined 
by their content,” and thus “a country may claim possession of archives relating to its history.”23 
                                                
21 Charles Kecskeméti, “Displaced European Archives: Is It Time for a Post-War Settlement?,” The 
American Archivist 55.1 (Jan. 1992): 132–40, 134. 
22 The Spanish archive at Simancas, the Papal library in Rome, and the archives of the German 
empire in Vienna were the most prominent of the many institutions whose contents were 
systematically packed up and transported to Paris. Ibid. 
23 The earlier model that prevailed through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe 
transferred archives in conjunction with annexed territories. Ibid. 135-136. See also Andrzej 
Jakubowski, “Territoriality and State Succession in Cultural Heritage,” International Journal of Cultural 
Property 21.4 (Nov. 2014): 375–96. 
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The idea of “territorial pertinence, I want to suggest, is akin to the understanding that led a 
range of nineteenth-century U.S. actors, from scholars to collectors to institutions, to relocate 
Spanish Americana to the United States. There were several main channels for this transfer: Official 
state transfers through treaties; unofficial marketplace acquisition by state institutions such as the 
Library of Congress, which sought out material for its informational content about potential 
territories for expansion or its instrumental value for proving claims in contested areas such as the 
Northwest Territory; the purchases of private collectors as well as institutions and “public” libraries 
through antiquarian bookdealers such as Obadiah Rich; and finally, scholars accumulating working 
collections of transcriptions from archives, who might pay only the cost of the scrivener who 
copied them, or, for older and more valuable copies of archival records such as those in Muñoz’s 
collection, might acquire them through the antiquarian marketplace. While initially triangulated 
through Spain, archival transfer became direct imperialism with the removal of records from Mexico 
City during the U.S.-Mexican War and the transfer of records stipulated by the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo. Thus, the U.S.-Mexican War marked the convergence of marketplace-driven collecting on 
areas targeted for expansion, treaty-based transfers, and wartime plunder.  
Ricardo Salvatore has theorized the links between archival transfer and imperialism, 
demonstrating the connection between what he calls “library accumulation” and empire during a 
slightly later period, the age of “Pan-Americanism” (1890-1940). He argues that as U.S. collectors 
bought archival materials to feed a growing interest in Latin America, they “consummated a massive 
transfer of the textual records of European civilization and thought to the new territory of 
empire.”24 This collection-building enabled empire by accumulating information about distant 
regions and thereby affording a means by which to control them. Significantly, it also facilitated the 
                                                
24 See Ricardo Salvatore, “Library accumulation and the emergence of Latin American studies,” 
Comparative American Studies 3.4 (Nov. 2005): 415-436, 420. 
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“relocation of enunciatory authority to the places where books and manuscripts were located.”25 
While Salvatore tracks collection-building at the turn of the twentieth century, I argue that a 
significant accumulation was already underway in the first half of the nineteenth century. Robert D. 
Aguirre has also located the workings of informal empire in the British accumulation of 
Mesoamerican artifacts over the course of the nineteenth century. He argues that the nation’s power 
“was ritually demonstrated through its appropriative mastery over objects.”26 While Aguirre is 
focused on the public spectacle of artifacts and visuals like panoramas on display in the British 
metropole, what he describes is part of the same broad process of neo-imperial extraction that my 
project tracks. 
Material Circulation in a Longue Durée Atlantic World 
Historian Harry Bernstein, an advocate of what he called “inter-American” work in the 
middle decades of the twentieth century, pointed out in 1961 that “the early writings on Latin 
American history in the United States follow closely the growth of intelligent collections of the 
nineteenth century” (147). He saw clearly that claiming hemispheric history through narrative was 
dependent on access to sources. But Hemispheric Studies as it has been practiced in English 
departments in the first decades of the twenty-first century has been slower to recognize the 
importance of the material conditions of narrative production.27 I bring a methodology focused on 
the materiality of texts to bear on Hemispheric American studies, demonstrating that the wider 
                                                
25 Ibid. 416. 
26 Robert D Aguirre, “Annihilating the Distance: Panoramas and the Conquest of Mexico, 1822-
1848,” Genre 35.1 (2002), 27. 
27 For an overview of the field of Hemispheric Studies, see Ralph Bauer, “Hemispheric Studies,” 
PMLA 124.1 (Jan. 2009): 234–50; Caroline F. Levander and Robert S. Levine, “Introduction: Essays 
Beyond the Nation,” in Levander and Levine, eds., Hemispheric American Studies (New Brunswick, 
N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2008), 1-17. Key monographs include Anna Brickhouse, Transamerican 
Literary Relations and the Nineteenth-Century Public Sphere (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004); Kirsten 
Silva Gruesz, Ambassadors of Culture: The Transamerican Origins of Latino Writing (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 2002); Eric Wertheimer, Imagined Empires: Incas, Aztecs, and the New World of American Literature, 
1771-1876 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999); and María DeGuzmán, Spain's Long Shadow: the Black 
Legend, Off-Whiteness, and Anglo-American Empire (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2005). 
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“material turn” in the humanities and social sciences can ground hemispheric work in the literary, 
political, and economic circuits that bound together the nineteenth-century Atlantic World and 
enrich our understanding of the deep New World roots of both U.S. imperialism and U.S. literature.  
By grounding hemispheric studies in the circulation of material texts, I offer a revised frame: a 
longue durée history in which the hemisphere is still intimately connected to an entangled British and 
Spanish Atlantic. “Translated Conquests” demonstrates that, the Monroe Doctrine notwithstanding, 
the emergence of an independent hemisphere did not weaken the political, economic, and literary 
circuits that continued to bind and entangle Old and New World in the Anglophone and 
Hispanophone Atlantic. Tracing networks of circulation allows my project to reperiodize and re-
map previous hemispheric frameworks.  
As Ralph Bauer has recently pointed out, the transnational turn widened conceptual and 
methodological divides between early and nineteenth-century American Studies.28 While work on the 
early or colonial Americas has tended to focus on transatlantic cultural and material exchange from 
a comparativist perspective, work on later periods has gravitated towards a hemispheric scope and a 
methodology informed by postcolonial and multicultural thought. This emphasis has put U.S. 
empire front and center in hemispheric work on the nineteenth century, but it also runs the risk of 
reproducing and reinforcing a U.S.-centered, ultimately nation-based mode of analysis. Bauer 
suggests that inter-American work on the colonial period might offer a model for developing a 
hemispheric methodology that would further decenter the United States.29 My project considers the 
colonial and antebellum periods as a single continuum and seeks to bridge this methodological 
divide by attending to both transatlantic and hemispheric axes and balancing a focus on the 
circulation of texts and bodies with an attention to the power structures that regulate these flows. 
                                                
28 Ralph Bauer, “Early American Literature and American Literary History at the ‘Hemispheric 
Turn,’” American Literary History 22.2 (2010): 250–65. 
29 Ibid., 251-53. 
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In developing this approach, I have drawn on Susan Gillman and Kirsten Silva Gruesz’s 
recent modeling of a “worlded” analysis—one that “moves dynamically” along the scales of space, 
time, and language as it traces out what they call a “hemispheric text-network.”30 Such an analysis, 
they write, would “map out a network of crosshatched, multidirectional influences” and challenge 
the continuing centrality of the United States to transnational frameworks. In particular, I appreciate 
their gesture towards the “material conditions” of transnational “movements and flows”: “How,” 
they ask, “do texts themselves move through multiple translations, adaptations, and significant 
editions and republications, each instantiation punctuated along the scales of time and space?”31 
While they offer translation as both one form of this movement and as a figure for it, my project 
foregrounds materiality to trace the production and circulation of texts within what I call an Atlantic 
World text-network. Gillman and Gruesz note that they retain the term ‘hemispheric’ in their model 
despite its “geographic limitations” because it serves as a continuing reminder that slavery and 
indigenous dispossession are the defining conditions of the modern world-system that came into 
being through the European “discovery and ravishment of the Americas.”32 While I share their 
commitment to keeping the genocidal history of the hemisphere—and, by extension, the stakes of 
our own work—fully in view, I suggest that entering into dialogue with historians of the Atlantic 
World brings the specific contours of this history more sharply into focus.  
Gillman has elsewhere noted the “substantial periodizing duty” being done in literary studies 
by the longue durée and the Atlantic World, both terms borrowed from history.33 The longue durée is the 
                                                
30 See Gillman and Gruesz, “Worlding America: The Hemispheric Text-Network,” A Companion to 
American Literary Studies, ed. Caroline F. Levander and Robert S. Levine (Malden, MA: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011): 228–247, 230-31. 
31 Ibid. 229. 
32 Ibid. 245. 
33 Gillman points out that each term has both spatial and temporal valences, and traces their “shared 
origins” in the work of Ferdinand Braudel. Braudel argued that geographic, social, and individual 
scopes call for different durations of time; the longue durée, or “long perspective,” moves on the scale 
of centuries. See Susan Gillman, “Oceans of Longues Durées,” PMLA 127.2 (2012): 328-34, 328-29. 
 15 
appropriate time scale for the Atlantic World, brought into being by the invention of the New 
World and the ushering in of the modern world-system. In Elizabeth Dillon’s elegant formulation, 
the Atlantic World is “is geographically framed by the Atlantic ocean, economically framed as the 
site of the advent and growth of the capitalist world system, and politically framed as the ‘first’ scene 
of European colonial expansion and empire.”34 Aníbal Quijano and Immanuel Wallerstein coined 
the term “Americanity” to emphasize that the invention of the Americas was “the constitutive act of 
the modern world system.” “The Americas were not incorporated into an already existing capitalist 
world-economy,” they argue; rather, “there could not have been a capitalist world-economy without 
the Americas.”35 Alison Games notes that the Atlantic World “enjoyed a coherence for almost four 
hundred years,” and this longstanding coherence makes it “a viable unit of analysis within which we 
can understand the destruction and emergence of empires, the movement of people, the evolution 
of new cultural forms, and the circulation of ideas.”36  
In engaging with historians of the Atlantic World, I draw from recent work that has 
articulated the need for an interconnected or “entangled” Atlantic history that recognizes British 
and Spanish empire as forming parts of the same system. Eliga Gould, for instance, reminds us that 
British and Spanish empire in the Americas was constituted in relation to Spanish precedent.37 For 
most of the period of European Atlantic imperialism, the relationship between Britain and Spain 
                                                
34 Elizabeth Maddock Dillon, New World Drama: The Performative Commons in the Atlantic World, 1649-
1849 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 24. 
35 Anibal Quijano and Immanuel Wallerstein, “Americanity as a Concept, or the Americas in the 
Modern World-System,” International Social Science Journal 44.4 (Nov. 1992): 549-558, 549. 
36 Games sets the “relatively fixed” beginning point of Atlantic history in the fifteenth century, with 
European and African trade and the 1492 voyage that invented the Americas, but notes that its 
endpoint is “more fluid and contested, shaped largely by one’s perspective on the Atlantic.” Possible 
end-dates include the “age of revolutions,” through 1825, and the abolition of slavery (1888 in the 
Americas); Games suggests that by the mid-nineteenth century, the Atlantic world “was being drawn 
more fully into a world system.” See Games, “Atlantic History: Definitions, Challenges, and 
Opportunities,” American Historical Review 111.3 (Jun. 2006): 741–757, 747-8. 
37 Eliga H. Gould, “Entangled Histories, Entangled Worlds: The English-Speaking Atlantic as a 
Spanish Periphery,” American Historical Review 112.3 (Jun. 2007): 764–86. 
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was “fundamentally asymmetric, with Spain, as the senior and historically preeminent member, often 
holding the upper hand.”38 The strength and persistence of the Black Legend, then, is a measure of 
the extent to which British imperial expansion remained intertwined with, and therefore defined 
itself in opposition to, its Spanish “antithesis.”39 Likewise, Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra and Benjamin 
Breen argue for a model of “hybrid Atlantics,” a “holistic perspective” that “considers each space as 
shot through with a multiplicity of entangled actors and agendas.”40 
My project builds on previous Americanist scholarship on cultures of U.S. imperialism, 
which challenged the exceptionalist denial of empire upon which previous models of American 
Studies had rested. Amy Kaplan and Donald Pease’s landmark Cultures of United States Imperialism 
(1993) positioned itself as a corrective to what Kaplan termed “the absence of empire in the study of 
U.S. culture,” and the body of work it inspired revised earlier geographical and temporal frameworks 
that had cast continental territorial expansion as fundamentally distinct from overseas imperial 
projects.41 U.S. empire studies has therefore challenged the traditional understanding of 1898 as 
beginning of the (short-lived and anomalous) era of U.S. imperialism, offering the U.S.-Mexican War 
and consequent U.S. territorial expansion of 1848 as an alternative point of origin.  
                                                
38 Ibid., 765. 
39 Ibid., 771. 
40 Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra and Benjamin Breen, “Hybrid Atlantics: Future Directions for the 
History of the Atlantic World,” History Compass 11.8 (2013): 597–609, 602. 
41 Kaplan and Pease’s Cultures of United States Imperialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993) gave 
rise to a substantial body of work on the rise of U.S. imperialism in the nineteenth century. Key 
studies include Amy Kaplan, The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Culture (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2002); Shelley Streeby, American Sensations: Class, Empire, and the Production of Popular 
Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); John Carlos Rowe, Literary Culture and U.S. 
Imperialism : From the Revolution to World War II (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Gretchen 
Murphy, Hemispheric Imaginings: The Monroe Doctrine and Narratives of U.S. Empire (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2005). Taking its cues from Edward Said’s 1993 Culture and Imperialism, this body of 
work focuses on imperialism’s subjective and narrative logic. For more recent work, see Rifkin, 
Manifesting America; Andy Doolen, Territories of Empire : U.S. Writing from the Louisiana Purchase to 
Mexican Independence (New York: Oxford UP, 2014). 
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 However, my project suggests that we see 1848 as an endpoint rather than a beginning. As 
historian Eliga Gould has noted, there were in the nineteenth century “manifold ways in which 
entangled institutions and cultural practices that had developed over three centuries of Spanish rule 
continued to shape the process by which both Britons and Anglo-Americans extended and 
established their own national sovereignties.” While U.S. imperialism, he suggests, arose in part out 
of the synchronic context of nineteenth-century geopolitics, it was also the product of a “deep and 
longstanding entanglement with Spain’s global lordship.” After all, he points out, the major 
territorial acquisitions of the nineteenth century involved formerly Spanish territory.42 While the 
nineteenth-century dates that bound my project are drawn from U.S. state policy, then, I argue that 
we cannot understand the so-called rise of U.S. empire without situating it in the longue durée history 
of competing colonialisms in the Atlantic World.  
 I maintain a parallel focus on the state-based territorial expansion grounded in national law 
and policy, and the transnational flows of bodies and texts that at times abetted and at times 
disrupted this consolidation of territory. All U.S. claims to territorial possession were built on a 
foundation of Spanish precedent. My project begins with the 1823 emergence of two U.S. 
“doctrines,” one a statement of foreign policy and one a domestic legal ruling, that together 
underwrote U.S. territorial expansion: The Monroe Doctrine, which professed hemispheric solidarity 
against Old World intervention even as it marked U.S. ambitions to assume the mantle of empire; 
and Chief Justice John Marshall’s ruling in Johnson v. M’Intosh, which wrote the so-called “Doctrine of 
Discovery” into U.S. law and paved the way for the Indian removal of the following decade.43 Both 
                                                
42 Gould 784. 
43 See Ralph Bauer, “Translating the ‘Doctrine of Discovery’: Spain, England, and Native American 
Religions,” in Coloniality, Religion, and the Law in the Early Iberian World, ed. Santa Arias and Raul 
Marrero-Fente (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2014), 93-115; James Muldoon, “John 
Marshall and the Rights of Indians,” Latin America and the Atlantic World, ed. Renate Pieper and Peer 
Schmidt (Koln: Bohlau, 2005), 67-82; Lindsay Gordon Robertson, Conquest by Law: How the Discovery 
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continental—and eventually, hemispheric—expansion through the purchase or annexation of 
former Spanish territories and the dispossession of lands from indigenous peoples who were 
deemed “domestic dependent nations” depended on claiming the hemispheric dominance Spain had 
lost. 
 Thus, this project aims to trace connections between early and nineteenth-century American 
literary history, to situate U.S. empire studies within an Atlantic World spatiotemporal frame, and in 
doing so to bring it into dialogue with work on entangled Atlantic empires that I suggest can 
reframe not only our understanding of U.S. imperialism, but also our understanding of the 
relationship between literature and empire. In a much-discussed 2008 essay, Eric Slauter identified a 
“trade gap” in Atlantic Studies between the disciplines of history and literary studies. While scholars 
of literature have “become more conversant with historiography” and often position their work in 
relation to it, historians have moved away from the analysis of textual sources and are less likely to 
engage with literary scholarship. One cause of this “citational imbalance,” Slauter thinks, is that 
much historicist literary scholarship aims to situate a discrete text within its historical context in 
order to offer a new reading of it. In drawing mainly on existing historiography to accomplish this 
contextualization, then, it remains an “essentially derivative historicist enterprise . . . in which this or 
that literary text is unsurprisingly shown to have emerged from an established context already 
familiar to historians.” To make their work relevant for historians, Slauter argues, literary scholars 
must go beyond close readings of particular works to “supply a real contribution to historical 
knowledge, advance a powerful theoretical claim to be further developed and historicized, or 
                                                                                                                                                       
of America Dispossessed Indigenous Peoples of Their Lands (New York : Oxford University Press, 2005); 
Robert J. Miller, ed., Discovering Indigenous Lands: The Doctrine of Discovery in the English Colonies (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010); Ken MacMillan, Sovereignty and Possession in the English New World: The 
Legal Foundations of Empire, 1576-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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showcase a methodological tool that can be of use beyond local examples.”44 My project is a literary 
history, but it also aims to lay the groundwork for a cultural history that has been overlooked by 
historians. While each chapter offers a case-study of how a particular fifteenth- or sixteenth-century 
source is claimed and remade to trace one historical episode through a number of textual 
transformations, taken together they sketch out the contours of a history that has not yet been 
treated, the story of how, in the three decades between the Monroe Doctrine and the Gadsden 
Purchase, Spanish archival sources flowed into the United States as state borders pushed outward. 
The Materiality of Texts 
 This project aims to bridge nineteenth-century hemispheric American studies, with its focus 
on tracing the rise of U.S. imperialism, and book history. Book historians such as D. F. McKenzie, 
Robert Darnton, Roger Chartier, Peter Stallybrass, and many others have demonstrated the 
importance of attending to the materiality of the codex form (and, increasingly, that of many other 
media). Whether through a focus on the production, distribution, reception, or transmission of 
texts, book history has shown that an attention to the book as a physical object can shed new light 
on its textual dimensions.45 To this end, my readings in this project move across the scales of the 
textual, the paratextual, and the material; taken together, I suggest, they offer a fuller picture of the 
cultural and geopolitical work done by inscription in this period. I engage with what Girard Genette 
has called “paratexts”—a term which for him includes only textual materials such as epigraphs and 
                                                
44 Eric Slauter, “History, Literature, and the Atlantic World,” Early American Literature 43.1 (2008): 
153–86, 172-3. 
45 See, e.g. D. F. McKenzie, Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts [1986] (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999); Robert Darnton, “What Is the History of Books?” Daedalus 111.3 (1982): 
65-83; Roger Chartier, “Meaningful Forms,” Times Literary Supplement 4514 (1989); Margreta de 
Grazia and Peter Stallybrass, “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” Shakespeare Quarterly 44.3 
(Oct. 1993): 255–83. 
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footnotes, but which I expand to material features like fold-out maps—as a corrective to the 
exclusively textual bent of much work on authors like Irving and Prescott.46  
 Recent work in book history and print culture has been largely national, as evidenced by the 
multi-volume histories of the book in America, England, Ireland, and Canada. If transnational, it is 
generally transatlantic and monolingual, with a focus on Anglophone print culture. My project seeks 
to build on the insights of work by Meredith McGill, Leon Jackson, Trish Loughran, Lara Langer 
Cohen, and others by demonstrating that a substantial body of U.S. literature entered the 
Anglophone literary marketplace through an engagement with Spanish-language texts. While a 
hemispheric perspective offers book history a model that is multilingual, I suggest that book history 
can give hemispheric studies a material grounding. While Gillman and Gruesz call for an attention 
to the materiality of text-networks, their elegant and instructive tracing of movements and flows is 
closer to a history of ideas; it does not trace the movement of actual material texts, or how they got 
from one side of the ocean to the other, or how they were received by different audiences. I argue 
that tracing out these networks reveals that a hemispheric scope is artificial.  
My project is primarily in dialogue with scholars working in book history and in hemispheric 
studies. But it is also informed by, and seeks to contribute to, larger disciplinary debates in English 
about what Sharon Marcus and Steven Best have memorably called “the way we read now.”47 Their 
2009 special issue of Representations modeled various modes of “surface reading” as an alternative to 
the entrenched methods of close reading and ideology critique within literary studies. It also partakes 
                                                
46 See Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
47 See Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, eds. “The Way We Read Now,” special issue, Representations 
108.1 (Nov. 2009): 1–21. 
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of the recent interest across the humanities in materiality and networks, both as objects of study and 
as methodological approaches.48 
Translating Conquest 
  In the antebellum period, writing about the past could take a number of different forms, 
ranging along a spectrum that included narrative history, biographies, periodical essays, historical 
novels, and collections of primary documents.49 While my project is a literary history, it examines a 
period in which historiography was still considered a branch of narrative literature, and thus offers 
readings of Romantic histories and documentary collections alongside historical romances and dime 
novels. U.S. authors engaged in this project of rewriting New World history were fascinated in 
particular with three key episodes that I argue played an important role in national self-definition: 
Columbus’ discovery of the New World; Cortés’ conquest of Mexico; and the failed conquests of 
“La Florida” by Cabeza de Vaca and De Soto. While the figure of Columbus allowed writers of the 
early national period to work out the relationship of their new nation to the Old World, Cortés’ 
conquest of Mexico became an increasingly relevant imperial mirror in the run-up to the U.S.-
Mexican War. In the wake of that war, and the enormous territorial acquisition that followed, 
narratives of Spanish attempts to colonize North America sought to determine the relevance of the 
non-Anglo histories of lands recently incorporated into the national body.  
 My first chapter explores the geography of discovery in Washington Irving’s History of the Life 
and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828). Inspired by Martín Fernández de Navarrete’s 1825 Colección 
                                                
48 For the “material turn” in the humanities, see Daniel Miller, ed., “Materiality: An Introduction,” 
Materiality (Durham : Duke University Press, 2005); Peter N. Miller, “Introduction,” Cultural Histories 
of the Material World (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013). On “thing theory,” see Arjun 
Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of Value,” The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge, UK, 1986); Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 
28 (Autumn 2001). On networks, see Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social : An Introduction to Actor-
Network-Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
49 See Eileen Ka-May Cheng, The Plain and Noble Garb of Truth: Nationalism and Impartiality in American 
Historical Writing, 1784-1860 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 3. 
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of archival documents and written in Madrid, where antiquarian Obadiah Rich secured Irving access 
to rare sources, the biography was hailed in the United States as the foundational work of a truly 
national literature. For Navarrete, a naval officer tasked with gathering materials for a history of 
Spain’s “Ultramarine” empire, Columbian history was a feat of navigation; he used a newly-
discovered transcription of Columbus’ logbook to reconstruct and plot his routes on two fold-out 
nautical charts. For Irving and his American audience, however, Columbus’ discovery meant 
landfall. I read Irving’s narrative depiction alongside the maps included in the first British and U.S. 
editions, situating this primal scene within the framework of territorial sovereignty articulated by 
Johnson v. M’Intosh. An emphasis on landfall would be enshrined in the U.S. Capitol in John 
Vanderlyn’s painting Landing of Columbus (1847). 
 My second chapter reads Robert Montgomery Bird’s historical romance Calavar; Or, The 
Knight of the Conquest (1834) in the context of rising interest in Mexican “antiquities.” After Mexican 
independence, indigenista patriots like Carlos María de Bustamante sought to ground Mexico’s 
postcolonial identity in its pre-colonial past. Alarmed by foreign travelers’ rush to carry off 
“antiquities,” Bustamante advocated for an 1829 law prohibiting the export of pre-Columbian 
artifacts and began a campaign to preserve indigenous manuscript histories by printing them. The 
found-manuscript conceit of Calavar’s introduction both nods to and brazenly co-opts Bustamante’s 
project. In it, an eccentric descendant of Montezuma reveals an incredible master-source: a complete 
history of Mexico based on the lost codices of his ancestors, which itself takes the form of folded 
Nahuatl amoxtli. Yet he bequeaths it not to the Mexican people but to a U.S. traveller, insisting that it 
will teach U.S. readers to love liberty, spread it throughout the hemisphere, and thus redeem the 
conquest. Bird’s generic conceit thus envisions and justifies a hemispheric archival transfer that 
would bypass Europe.  
 My third chapter explores the debated status of indigenous sources in the increasingly 
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racialized run-up to the U.S.-Mexican War by reading William Hickling Prescott’s History of the 
Conquest of Mexico (1843) alongside two very different responses: Edward Maturin’s sensational 
romance Montezuma (1845) and José Fernando Ramírez’s explanatory notes to a Spanish translation 
of Prescott’s history published in Mexico (1844-46). Prescott dismissed Mesoamerican 
“hieroglyphics” and narrated the conquest as a “romance of chivalry” legitimized by footnotes to 
European sources. Maturin borrowed this authority by citing Prescott’s own citations, while Ramírez 
turned Prescott’s footnotes against him to defend the historicity of indigenous sources. Attributing 
Prescott’s errors to his “instinctive race prejudice,” Ramírez called on Mexicans to create an archive 
that would enable a definitive national history. But an occupying U.S. army looted the National 
Museum in 1847, and Ramírez’s own collection was dispersed after he died in exile; his successor 
was reduced to requesting copies from Prescott’s library in Boston. 
 The aftermath of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo saw a surge in U.S. surveying expeditions 
meant to measure and survey the vast swath of territory annexed from Mexico, and the Gadsden 
Purchase (1854) fixed the current U.S.-Mexican border. My fourth chapter explores attempts to 
redraw borders in Buckingham Smith’s translation of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s Relación (1851). 
Smith, an antiquarian who amassed a collection of original and transcribed documents during his 
diplomatic stints in Mexico and Spain, attempted to reconstruct Cabeza de Vaca’s transcontinental 
route in a series of maps appended to his translation. I read these maps against others produced by 
surveying expeditions and featured in Henry Rowe Schoolcraft’s monumental Indian Handbook to 
demonstrate that, in the postwar period, antiquarian interest in the Spanish history of North 
America, or La Florida, intersected with ethnological research into Indian languages and policy 
decisions about Indian removal. In efforts to bring Indian populations in the borderlands under 
control, U.S. writers, scientists, and statesmen imagined themselves as finally succeeding where the 
attempted conquests of Cabeza de Vaca and De Soto had failed.   
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 An epilogue traces the collections amassed by Rich, Smith, and others to current locations 
that include the John Carter Brown Library, the New York Public Library, and the Library of 
Congress to reflect on the continuing legacy of nineteenth-century modes of knowledge production 
for Americanist work today. As this archive begins to undergo another massive transfer, this time to 
digital media, the issues of uneven access and international collaboration so deeply embedded in its 




Charting the Tracks of Columbus: Washington Irving and the Territories of Discovery 
 
In late 1825, Washington Irving was living in London when the South American Bubble 
burst. Spanish American independence movements had opened the region to foreign investment 
after centuries of Spanish protectionism, and British speculation in South American mining interests 
took off amidst what amounted to a second wave of European extraction in the New World. 
Irving’s family had invested heavily in the mines, and when the collapse of this market led to a 
financial panic, he feared that the family export business would go bankrupt for a second time. His 
worries about his precarious financial situation played a key role in his decision to visit Spain, where 
he hoped to capitalize on the history of newly-opened Spanish America by translating into English a 
collection of recently-published historical documents related to Columbus. Once in Madrid, he 
realized that a translation of a dry compilation of primary sources wouldn’t sell, and decided instead 
to use them, along with his unprecedented access to other rare sources available only in Spain, to 
write his own original narrative history. The work that resulted, A History of the Life and Voyages of 
Christopher Columbus (1828) was published in London and New York to great popular and scholarly 
acclaim. It definitively made Irving’s literary reputation on both sides of the Atlantic.1  
 The circumstances of the production, publication, and circulation of Irving’s Columbus bring 
into focus a complex tangle of Atlantic World literary, economic, and political networks in the era of 
the Monroe Doctrine. Spain, the newly independent republics of Spanish America, Britain, and the 
United States all figure in these hemispheric and transatlantic circuits. Irving’s “un-Americanism,” to 
borrow Wai-Chee Dimock’s phrase, has in recent years become an invitation to think 
                                                
1 See John Harmon McElroy, “Introduction,” The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, Complete 
Works vol. 11 (Boston: Twayne, 1981): xvii-xcvii, xviii-xix. For biographical details about Irving, see 
Stanley Williams, The Life of Washington Irivng 2 vols. (New York: Oxford UP, 1935); Andrew 
Burstein, The Original Knickerbocker: The Life of Washington Irving (New York: Basic Books, 2007). 
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transnationally.2 One body of recent work has situated him in the context of the Anglophone literary 
marketplace, another has focused on his connections to Spain, and a third has seen Irving as a figure 
for an even more expansive “worlded” or global American literature.3 But work on Irving’s place in 
the Anglophone literary marketplace has tended to focus on The Sketch Book rather than Columbus, 
which is grouped with his “Spanish” texts despite the fact that it was by far his bestseller and the 
work that definitively made his reputation as an Anglo-American author. Meanwhile, work on the 
geopolitical implications of Columbus’s engagement with Spanish history has neglected the 
circumstances of its transatlantic British and American publication history as irrelevant.  
 In this chapter, I bridge this divide by showing that an attention to the material circumstances 
of the production, publication, and circulation of Columbus sheds significant light on its geopolitical 
implications. Irving’s Columbus marks both the emergence of a U.S. national literature with standing 
in the Anglophone literary marketplace, and the foundation of an archivally-oriented U.S. 
Hispanism. An Atlantic World scope that attends to both the circulation of material texts and the 
power dynamics that regulate these flows allows us to see that these two trajectories are linked: 
                                                
2 She calls Irving “one of the great un-American authors of the nineteenth century.” See Dimock, 
“Hemispheric Islam: Continents and Centuries for American Literature,” American Literary History 
21.1 (2009): 28-52, 37. 
3 For Irving as an Anglophile, see Jeffrey Rubin-Dorsky, Adrift in the Old World  : The Psychological 
Pilgrimage of Washington Irving (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988); for Irving and the 
Anglophone literary marketplace, see Joseph Rezek, London and the Making of Provincial Literature: 
Aesthetics and the Transatlantic Book Trade, 1800-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2015). For Irving’s Spanish works from an intellectual history perspective, see Rolena Adorno, 
“Washington Irving’s Romantic Hispanism and Its Columbian Legacies,” Spain in America: The 
Origins of Hispanism in the United States, ed. Richard Kagan (Urbana: U of Illinois Press, 2002): 49-105; 
Iván Jaksic, The Hispanic World and American Intellectual Life, 1820-1880 (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007). For Irving as a global figure, see Dimock; Paul Giles, “Antipodean American 
Geography: Washington Irving’s ‘Globular’ Narratives,” The Oxford Handbook of Nineteenth-Century 
American Literature, ed. Russ Castronovo (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 11-26; Lindsay 
DiCuirci, “The Spanish Archive and the Remapping of U.S. History in Washington Irving’s 
Columbus,” Urban Identity and the Atlantic World, ed. Elizabeth Fay and Leonard von Morzé (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 175-192. 
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Irving’s Columbus set in motion a process by which U.S. authors claimed Spanish New World history 
by accessing it in the archive and then enclosing it through proprietary authorship. 
 Almost all recent work on Irving’s Columbus has cited the modern Twayne scholarly edition, 
published in 1981 as the eleventh volume of Irving’s Complete Works.4 However, it is important to 
be aware that the Twayne edition is based not on the 1828 British or American first editions, but on 
the heavily revised Putnam edition published two decades later. In keeping with the principles of 
traditional bibliography, the editor John McElroy’s rationale is that this “ultimate” version represents 
the author’s “final intention.”5 But if we are interested in placing Irving’s Columbus within the 
geopolitical context of 1828, the revised Twayne text is potentially misleading. Even more 
problematically, we miss the oversized fold-out maps and charts that appeared in the American and 
British editions, which I will argue are crucial for understanding the geopolitical stakes of Irving’s 
work.6 It is nothing short of astonishing, in the wake of the spatial turn, that no interpretive 
scholarship has ever addressed their presence.7 In what follows, I demonstrate that the maps and 
charts spatialize the temporal trajectories through which Irving’s narrative claims Columbus, and in 
doing so make visible the territories of Columbian history in the era of the Monroe Doctrine. 
                                                
4 The only exception I have encountered is Wai-Chee Dimock’s “Hemispheric Islam,” which cites 
an 1868 reprint of the Putnam edition. 
5 McElroy, “Textual Commentary,” 575; McElroy, “Introduction,” lxiii. 
6 The Twayne edition also omits the appendix of explanatory essays that formed an entire volume of 
the British first edition. 
7 In another sense, of course, it is entirely predictable, a measure of the extent to which our own 
work is shaped and limited by its material conditions. Unless one has access to copies of the first 
editions with the maps and charts intact or is well-versed in bibliography, these oversized and 
conspicuous paratexts have effectively been rendered invisible by modern scholarly editing as well as 
digitization practices. The only trace of them in the Twayne edition is a brief mention of their titles 
buried in an appendix; a completely altered map from the 1848 revised edition is reproduced at a 
greatly reduced scale. Google’s book digitization process, meanwhile, does not prioritize oversized 
paratexts, and only the faintest trace of one of the maps made it onto the scanned page. A Sabin 
Americana ebook digitized at the Huntington Library and accessed through an institutional 
subscription does a better job, at least preserving all of the raw “data,” but it splits the large maps up 
into four smaller images displayed as numbered pages. Because the interface only allows them to be 
viewed one at a time, it is impossible to visualize the whole. 
 28 
“America in general” and the United States 
 Irving’s Columbus has long been understood as the work that definitively Americanized the 
figure of Columbus for generations of U.S. readers. But Irving never explicitly names the United 
States in the text itself. Rather, he claims Columbus for the hemisphere in a moment when 
republican solidarity with a newly-independent Spanish America had become policy through the 
Monroe Doctrine. When Mexico and Gran Columbia gained their independence from Spain in the 
first decades of the nineteenth century, they were embraced in a gesture of hemispheric republican 
solidarity. Because the United States understood itself as the model of liberty Spanish Americans 
were seeking to emulate, however, this hemispheric solidarity simultaneously bolstered an 
exceptionalist nationalism. The Monroe Doctrine embodied these contradictions: As a statement of 
protection and control, it claimed both republican solidarity and proto-imperial rights, 
simultaneously aligning the United States with a newly-republican Spanish America and with 
imperial Europe.8  
It was Alexander Hale Everett, the U.S. Minister to Spain from 1825-29, who originally 
suggested the project to Irving. And when Columbus was published, Everett wrote a review that 
hailed it as the long-awaited arrival of a national literature with international standing. In the interim, 
Irving helped Everett secure a London publisher for America, or a General Survey of the Political Situation 
of the Several Powers of the Western Continent, with Conjectures on their Future Prospects, which appeared in 
Philadelphia in 1827 and London in 1828. As a diplomat appointed by Monroe, Everett actively 
promoted the Monroe Doctrine during his time in Spain, and America is a statement of this 
geopolitical understanding.9 In it, he aims to form a “clear idea” of the relative standing of “America 
                                                
8 See Gretchen Murphy, Hemispheric Imaginings: The Monroe Doctrine and Narratives of U.S. Empire 
(Durham: Duke UP, 2007), 2-4. 
9 A review noted the representative, topical nature of the work, asserting that Everett’s own 
professed “doctrines” are “in accordance with the prevailing opinions, and ‘the spirit of the age.’” 
[Robert Walsh], “Everett’s America,” AQR, 495. 
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and of the United States” in the “general political system.” While Everett uses “America” in its most 
expansive sense to refer to the hemisphere at large, he also sets the United States apart from 
“America in general.”10  As “the first born and natural head of the flourishing family of young 
American nations,” the United States is cast as both sibling and patriarch to its hemispheric “sister 
republics” (177). In the final chapter, a reflection on the “[p]rospects of the future situation of 
America,” Everett invokes Columbus’s ‘discovery’ as “the germ of a great and most auspicious 
change in the condition of the Christian nations, and ultimately of the human race” (335). Drawing 
on a conventional U.S. understanding of Columbus as initiating a process of translatio imperii, by 
which the course of empire moves westward, Everett suggests that what he elsewhere calls a “rising 
empire of freedom in America” will enable the United States to attain an unprecedented “height of 
civilization” (360).11  
Like Everett, Irving situates the discovery within a larger trajectory that culminates in the 
emergence of an exceptional republicanism, but his more inclusive rhetoric does not explicitly 
differentiate the United States from the rest of the hemisphere. Irving claims Columbus for the 
“nations, and tongues, and languages” of the New World he discovered (569). At the same time, his 
Preface casts the story of Columbus’ life and voyages as “of so . . . national a kind” (3) that a history 
                                                
10 Work in hemispheric American Studies has critiqued the United States appropriation of the name 
“America,” which until the nineteenth century referred more broadly to the New World as a whole. 
The term itself has its origins in several layers of misappropriation: The mapmaker Martin 
Waldseemuller named the lands Columbus had “discovered” after the Italian explorer Amerigo 
Vespucci, the first to recognize them as “new.” The term initially encompassed only the southern 
continent, but was later expanded to refer to the entire hemisphere despite the longstanding 
argument, begun by Las Casas, that it should rightfully be called Columba to honor its discoverer. 
See Gruesz, “America,” Keywords for American Cultural Studies ed. Bruce Burgett and Glenn Hendler 
(New York: NYU Press, 2007): 16-22. 
11 For discussion of the U. S. use of translatio imperii, see John P. McWilliams, The American Epic: 
Transforming a Genre, 1770-1860 (New York: Cambridge UP, 1989); David S. Shields, Oracles of Empire: 
Poetry, Politics, and Commerce in British America, 1690-1750 (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1990); David 
Quint, Epic and Empire: Politics and Generic Form from Vergil to Milton (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1993). 
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of it would do credit to the United States.12 Thus, Irving’s Columbus models a national identity that is 
not separate from but constituted by the hemisphere. It claims Columbus both for the nation, and 
for all Americans, using the term in its original, expansive sense.  
Just as Irving’s Columbus mediates between the U.S. and the hemisphere, he also links up, 
rather than separates, the Old World and the New. Irving’s history begins with an epigraph drawn 
from Seneca’s Medea that prophesizes the existence of happy lands to the west of Thule (Iceland).13 
Columbus himself had included these lines as a prophecy of his discovery in his Book of Prophecies, 
translating them as: “In the late years of the world shall come certain times when the Ocean sea shall 
loosen the bonds of things: a great land shall open up and a new seaman like the one who was 
Jason's steersman and who was called Tiphys shall discover a new world, and then the island of 
Thule shall no longer be the outermost of lands.”14 In the early republic, Seneca’s prophecy implied 
translatio imperii.15 In his 1824 Phi Beta Kappa oration at Harvard, Edward Everett alluded to Thule 
in his invocation of Berkeley’s “westward course of empire”:  
In that high romance, if romance it be, in which the great minds of antiquity sketched the 
fortunes of the ages to come, they pictured to themselves a favored region beyond the 
ocean, a land of equal laws and happy men . . . . We look back upon these uninspired 
predictions and almost recoil from the obligation they imply. By us must these fair visions be 
realized, by us must be fulfilled these high auspices which burst in trying hours from the 
                                                
12 Washington Irving, The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828) Complete Works vol. 11, ed. 
John Harmon McElroy (Boston: Twayne, 1981), 3. For ease of reference, I cite from the Twayne 
edition unless the passage in question is different in either of the 1828 first editions. Hereafter cited 
parenthetically. 
13 “Venient annis / Saecula seris, quibus Oceanus / Vincula rerum laxet, et ingens / Pateat tellus, 
Tiphysque novos / Detegat orbes, nec sit terris / Ultima Thule” (1). Sabine MacCormack renders 
these lines in English as: “In future years an age shall come / When Ocean shall release the bonds / 
of things: the wide earth opens up / and Tiphys shall unveil new worlds / So Thule shall no longer 
bound the earth.” See MacCormack, On the Wings of Time: Rome, the Incas, Spain, and Peru (Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 2007), 248. 
14 Christopher Columbus, The Book of Prophecies (1503) ed. Robert Rusconi, trans. Blair Sullivan 
Repertorium Columbianum Vol. III (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 290. Qtd. in 
MacCormack, 248. 
15 In fact, Columbus had been read under the sign of translatio imperii well before his appropriation by 
the U.S. See Elise Bartosik-Veléz, “Translatio Imperii: Virgil and Peter Martyr’s Columbus,” 
Comparative Literature Studies 46.4 (2009): 559-588. 
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longing hearts of the champions of truth. There are no more continents or worlds to be 
revealed; Atlantis hath arisen from the Ocean, the farthest Thule is reached. There are no 
more retreats beyond the sea, no more discoveries, no more hopes. Here then a mighty work 
is to be fulfilled, or never by the race of mortals.16  
 
Thus, Irving’s epigraph both refers back to Columbus’ prophecy of his discovery, and situates that 
discovery within a larger trajectory that culminates in the founding of an exceptional republic.  
 In the Preface, Irving announces that the object of the work that follows is “to relate the 
deeds and fortunes of the mariner” who “brought the ends of the earth into communication with 
each other. The narrative of his troubled life is the link which connects the history of the old world 
with that of the new” (10). In Irving’s vision, Columbus serves as a “link” between Old and New 
World history. Significantly, it is not his life that constitutes this link, but the “narrative” of that life. 
In the years immediately following the promulgation of the Monroe Doctrine, Irving’s Columbus 
writes into being an articulation of the relationship between these two histories, and the epigraph 
signals what this relationship will be. If Columbus links the Old and New Worlds, it is the new 
nations of the Western hemisphere that ultimately claim and vindicates him from “the neglect of a 
fickle public, and the injustice of an ungrateful king” (569). The rebuke implicit in the New World’s 
recognition of Columbus as a hero bolsters a translatio imperii understanding, which requires 
continuity rather than a radical break between Old and New World history because that continuity 
grounds a teleological model of progress anchored in American exceptionalism.  
The Archive(s) of Spanish Empire 
 By the time Irving began his project, Columbus was already understood to be a particularly 
American figure, a kind of founding father for the New World. After the Revolutionary War, as the 
early republic sought to ground its history in lineages other than the British one, Columbus was 
celebrated for initiating a break from the Old World that reached its fulfillment with the emergence 
of an independent United States. Cynthia Koch explains that U. S. readers interpreted Columbus 
                                                
16 Qtd. in McWilliams, 19 
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“through a lens focused solely on the birth of the North American republic.” “With the benefit of 
considerable hindsight,” she writes, they saw a trajectory “leading directly from Columbus to 
Washington.”17 By claiming Columbus’ discovery and skipping over everything in between, this 
understanding dissociated Columbus from Spanish colonialism and its genocidal consequences. The 
Black Legend had for centuries provided an interpretive framework for Spanish New World history, 
justifying Anglo settlement in North America by defining it against the greed, superstition, and 
cruelty of earlier Spanish conquests.18 Columbus, however, was always exempted from Black Legend 
representations of the Spanish conquistadores, who were understood to have “betray[ed] the 
virtuous discovery,” and made the discoverer a “New World marty[r] of corrupt empire.”19 The new 
nation commemorated Columbus during the third centenary of his voyages in 1790-92, and, as an 
“unquestioned hero,” he became a fixture in U.S. children’s primers alongside George Washington 
and Benjamin Franklin.20 Columbus was also a potent symbol for U.S. authors in the early national 
period: Philip Freneau’s blank-verse epic poem “The Rising Glory of America” (1771; revised 1786) 
and Joel Barlow’s poems The Vision of Columbus (1787) and The Columbiad (1807) are early attempts to 
narrate Columbus’ history as a national epic in verse. 
                                                
17 Cynthia M. Koch, “Teaching Patriotism: Private Virtue for the Public Good in the Early 
Republic,” Bonds of Affection: Americans Define The Patriotism ed. John Bodnar (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 1996): 19-52, 32. 
18 For an overview of the Black Legend as it was understood in the antebellum United States, see 
Kagan, “From Noah to Moses: The Genesis of Historical Scholarship on Spain in the United 
States,” Spain in America: The Origins of Hispanism in the United States, ed. Richard Kagan (Urbana: U of 
Illinois Press, 2002): 21-48, 22-23. For a discussion of its roots in the inter-imperial rivalry between 
England and Spain and its racializing function, see Margaret Rich Greer, Walter Mignolo, and 
Maureen Quilligan, eds. Rereading the Black Legend: The Discourses of Religious and Racial Difference in the 
Renaissance Empires (Chicago: U of Chicago Press, 2007); María DeGuzmán, Spain’s Long Shadow: the 
Black Legend, Off-Whiteness, and Anglo-American Empire (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2005). 
19 Eric Wertheimer, Imagined Empires: Incas, Aztecs, and the New World of American Literature, 1771-1876 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999), 20. 
20 See Ruth Miller Elson, Guardians of Tradition: American Schoolbooks of the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln: 
U of Nebraska Press, 1964), 190. 
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 However, readily available historical information about his life was scarce. William 
Robertson’s History of America (1777) was the standard English-language source on Columbus until 
the publication of Irving’s full-length biography. But Robertson had devoted only a single section of 
his history to Columbus, and he was hampered by a lack of sources. As a foreigner, he was barred 
from the Spanish archive at Simancas. He explained that Spain, defensive in the face of the Black 
Legend, had “uniformly thrown a veil over her transactions in America,” guarding against prying 
“strangers” with “particular solicitude.”21 Thus, when the Spanish scholar Martín Fernández de 
Navarrete published the Colección de los viages y descubrimientos que hicieron por mar los españoles desde fines del 
siglo XV (1825), a collection of primary sources related to Columbus, it put many materials within 
reach for the first time. In 1789 King Charles IV had commissioned Navarrete to compile all 
records related to Spanish naval history, and his research turned up two major but previously-lost 
sources: Las Casas’ manuscript transcription of Columbus’ own log from his first voyage, and 
transcriptions of records from his third voyage. The North American Review’s brief notice of 
Navarrete’s Colección claimed it for the United States, calling for the translation and publication of 
these Columbian documents “in our vernacular tongue.”22 
 At the invitation of U.S. Minister Alexander Hale Everett, Irving had originally traveled to 
Madrid to undertake this translation, writing a friend that the project “is the best thing that could 
present in the form of a job, and just now I absolutely want money.”23  However, when he arrived in 
Madrid and finally laid eyes on the voluminous Colección, Irving realized that a mass of original 
documents would fail to be “attractive to the generality of readers.”24 Through conversations with 
his host Obadiah Rich, a U.S. diplomat and antiquarian collector with one of the most impressive 
                                                
21 William Robertson, The History of America, 2 vols. (London: W. Strahan, 1777), I: vi. 
22 [Caleb Cushing], “New Documents relating to Columbus,” North American Review 23.2 (1826): 484-
489. 
23 Irving to John Howard Payne, 7 Feb. 1826, Letters II, 174. 
24 Irving to Thomas Storrow, Madrid 14 April 1826, Letters II, 193. 
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private libraries of Spanish Americana then extant, Irving instead decided to write a narrative history 
of Columbus that would draw on the Colección as well as the books and manuscripts in Rich’s library. 
Through Navarrete, he also had access to the manuscript notes of the eminent Spanish scholar Juan 
Bautista Muñoz, who had who had amassed materials from archives throughout Spain for his 
Historia del Nuevo Mundo but published only the first volume before his death in 1799. 
 Irving was, as he put it, “singularly well placed for this precise work.”25 Through his social 
connections, he was in a position to draw on the accumulated research of Spain’s two foremost 
historians, as well as the unparalleled collection Rich had amassed at bargain prices over two decades 
of political turmoil in Spain. At this moment, Irving could only have written Columbus into U.S. 
history by traveling to Madrid. Everett would later write that while “the materials, printed and in 
manuscript, were ample,” they were “not accessible in their full extent, excepting to a person 
resident, for the time, in the capital of Spain.”26 And in his review of Irving’s Chronicle of the Conquest 
of Granada, published the following year, William Hickling Prescott noted that “[n]either of Mr 
Irving’s late writings could have been compiled from materials existing in any or all of the public 
libraries in this country.”27 In a period that saw the rise of the great national libraries of Europe, U.S. 
institutions lagged behind. 
 Thus, Irving was in the right place at the right time to build on the archival foundation that 
Muñoz, Navarrete, and Rich had laid, and his history would become the standard Anglophone work 
on Columbus for much of the nineteenth century.28 But Irving’s sources legitimated what was 
ultimately a familiar narrative. Fernando Colon’s biography of his father, Historia del Almirante Don 
Cristobal Colon, is the most cited source in the completed work; as Rolena Adorno has noted, Irving 
                                                
25 Ibid. 
26 Everett, “Irving’s Life of Columbus,” 129. 
27 [William Hickling Prescott], “Irving’s Conquest of Granada,” NAR 29.2 (1829): 293-314, 314. 
28 Irving drew heavily on Fernando Colon’s biography, Las Casas’ Historia General de Las Indias, 
Navarrete’s Colección and Herrera’s Historia General de Las Indias, and cited a total of 150 sources in 
the first edition. McElroy lxx. 
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borrowed his basic framework from this account, which was written after Columbus’ death in order 
to vindicate him and regain privileges for his descendants.29 As an American, Irving too had a filial 
(albeit imagined) relationship to Columbus as a New World forefather, and Fernando’s account 
offered a usable past, a narrative focused on the individual heroism of Columbus rather than on the 
Spanish colonial enterprise writ large.30 
 In his preface, Irving promises to avoid “indulging in mere speculations or general 
reflections”—with the exception of “such as rose naturally out of the subject”—and instead to limit 
himself to collating and comparing his sources (3). With an average of one footnote for every four 
or five sentences, which together reference over 150 works, his history seems to bear out this 
empiricist claim. Yet it also aims to depict Columbus “in a clear and familiar point of view,” and 
Irving insists on the knowability of his hero even where the archive is silent. While at certain 
moments he acknowledges the constructedness and uncertainty of history, interrupting his narrative 
to discuss points of historiographic contention, at others he smoothes over rough documentary 
edges and dramatizes key episodes to bring the reader closer to Columbus. In doing so, he reflects 
the fact that in this era, narrative history was still considered a branch of literature. In the wake of 
Walter Scott’s success in bringing history to life for his readers, historians increasingly took their 
cues from the narrative strategies and pictorial sensibilities of historical romance while at the same 
time defending the greater truth-value of history.31 
“Shadowy Traces of Columbus” 
 Although, writing in Madrid, he had access to all the best sources available, Irving often 
laments the gaps in the historical record. In the opening pages of Columbus, he admits that his 
                                                
29 Adorno 70. 
30 See Elise Bartosik-Velez, “Articulations of Empire and the Nation: Christopher Columbus in 
Nineteenth-Century Spain, Italy, the United States and Spanish America,” Diss. University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign, 2003, 31-32. 
31 See Eileen Ka-May Cheng, The Plain and Noble Garb of Truth: Nationalism and Impartiality in American 
Historical Writing, 1784-1860 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 68-9. 
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subject’s early life is “covered in darkness,” with “but one or two shadowy traces of Columbus” 
remaining (14, 15).32 And in describing the reaction of Spaniards and people across Europe as the 
news of Columbus’ first voyage spread, he remarks: “How gratifying would it have been, had the 
press at that time, as at present, poured forth its daily tide of speculation on every passing 
occurrence! With what eagerness should we seek to know the first ideas and emotions of the public, 
on an event so unlooked for and sublime!” (163). In the absence of such sources, Irving often 
resorts to speculation and sometimes invention. Describing the night Columbus and his crew first 
sighted land, Irving dramatizes the mariner’s thoughts and feelings while acknowledging that what 
he portrays is ultimately unknowable: “It is difficult for the imagination to conceive the feelings of 
such a man, at the moment of so sublime a discovery. What a bewildering crowd of conjectures 
must have thronged upon his mind, as to the land which lay before him, covered with darkness” 
(90). Irving then rehearses several of these “conjectures” in the form of a string of statements and 
questions that together convey the sense of being witness to Columbus’ thought process: 
That it was fruitful, was evident from the vegetables which floated from its shores. He 
thought too that he perceived the fragrance of aromatic groves. The moving light he had 
beheld proved it the residence of man. But what were its inhabitants? Were they like those of 
the other parts of the globe; or were they some strange and monstrous race, such as the 
imagination was prone in those times to give to all remote and unknown regions? Had he 
come upon some wild island far in the Indian sea; or was this the famed Cipango itself, the 
object of his golden fancies? (90-91). 
                                                
32 Irving admits that, for all the gaps in the historical record that make Columbus’ early life 
unknowable, the archive is still more silent with regard to indigenous actors. Because early historians 
“seem never to have interested themselves in the feelings or fortunes” (245) of indigenous figures 
who do appear incidentally in the historical record, the brave cacique Conaobo, after he is captured 
and ceases to be a threat to the Spanish, “perished with obscurity of one of the vulgar” (312). 
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The repetition and rhythm create a sense of immediacy, and with the exception of the temporal 
marker “in those times” and the pronoun “his,” this sequence could be free indirect discourse 
relating the thoughts of a character in a novel. Only after all the questions have been asked does 
Irving reinsert the narrator’s voice back into the scene, concluding that “a thousand speculations of 
the kind must have swarmed upon him” (91).  
 When these speculations are not clearly marked as such, they cross over into invention. For 
instance, in describing Columbus’ first audience before the Spanish monarch Ferdinand, Irving 
admits that “we have but scanty particulars of this audience, nor can we ascertain whether Queen 
Isabella was present on this occasion” (46). But then, in the next sentence, he paints a detailed 
picture of Columbus’ comportment and feelings during this unrecorded event: 
Columbus appeared in the royal presence with modesty, yet self-possession, neither dazzled 
nor daunted by the splendour of the court or the awful majesty of the throne. He unfolded 
his plan with eloquence and zeal, for he felt himself, as he afterwards declared, kindled with 
a fire from on high, and considered himself the agent chosen by heaven to accomplish its 
grand designs (47).  
The source Irving cites as evidence that Columbus “felt himself” on a divine mission, “as he 
afterwards declared,” is a 1501 letter to the sovereigns, an instrumental communication made a 
decade after this meeting that has no connection or reference to the earlier event. It is no 
coincidence that these moments of invention, when Irving fills in the gaps in the historical record, 
all have to do with Columbus’s character, about which Irving is so sure that documentation is 
unnecessary. 
 Irving’s innovation, then, is to turn Columbus from a symbol into a character, and to draw 
on the narrative techniques of the historical romance to allow the reader access to Columbus’ 
experience of discovery. While narrating Columbus’ exploration along the coast of Cuba, Irving 
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pauses to insist that, “to feel these voyages properly,” we must “divest ourselves occasionally of the 
information we possess relative to the countries visited.” Instead, he continues, “we must transport 
ourselves to the time, and identify ourselves with Columbus, thus fearlessly launching into seas 
where as yet a civilized sail had never been unfurled.” By identifying with Columbus’ perspective, 
the reader is enabled to “enjoy in imagination the delight of exploring unknown lands” (239). Thus, 
Irving invites readers to imaginatively insert themselves into the past and experience it as present—
and therefore, to participate in the discovery.  
 Most scholarship on Columbus cites this passage as an explicit statement of Irving’s narrative 
strategy or philosophy of history. While Irving wrote it while revising his copy of the first British 
edition, however, it did not appear in print until the 1848-49 Putnam edition. In both the British and 
the American first edition, this chapter begins simply with an account of the approach to a new 
island. I read this passage, therefore, in the context of Irving’s manuscript revisions as a statement of 
his own dissatisfaction with the monotony of the previous chapters’ narration of minor expeditions. 
He is speaking as reader and author of the text when he writes that “[s]ome may feel impatient at . . . 
the detail of exploring enterprizes, undertaken in error, and which they know must end in 
disappointment” (239). He seeks to overcome the limitations of a retrospective viewpoint by 
granting the reader access to Columbus’ point of view. While this revision did not see print until 
1848, an 1828 review of the first edition suggests that Irving had indeed accomplished in the rest of 
the work the identification that he explicitly theorizes here. It notes that while the “general outline” 
of Columbus’ life and voyages is well-known, Irving “has embodied this skeleton, and infused into it 
life and spirit: As we read, we enter into the views and anticipations of Columbus, and stretch our 
eyes over the ocean, to those rich regions yet seen only by his mental vision.”33 
                                                
33 “A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus,” American Quarterly Review (Mar. 
1828): 173-190, 189. 
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 On one hand, then, Irving aims for immediacy when representing the past. Yet at other 
moments, Irving narrates the past from the perspective of the present. While rehearsing the details 
of another expedition along the coast of Cuba, Irving reflects on the present-day consequences of 
these “delightful” voyages. “It is impossible to resist noticing the striking contrasts which are 
sometimes presented by the lapse of time,” he writes.34 While the southern coast of Cuba was 
“populous and animated” at the time of Columbus’ voyages, “all is now silent and deserted,” and 
“the whole race of Indians has long since passed away, pining and perishing beneath the domination 
of the strangers whom they welcomed so joyfully to their shores.” The tension between immediacy 
and hindsight, between seeing Columbus and his voyages from the perspective of his past moment 
or the present one of history-writing, is most pronounced in attempts to reckon with aboriginal 
genocide and the rise of the transatlantic slave trade.  
 In the narrative proper, the first landfall occurs at the beginning of Book Four (of eighteen); 
almost immediately, everything starts to go wrong, and the remainder of the work details the 
consequences that U.S. understandings generally skipped over, most of them set in Haiti. When 
narrating Columbus’ first approach to the island of “Hayti,” Irving slips into the language of 
hindsight: it is “one of the most beautiful islands in the world, and doomed to be one of the most 
unfortunate” (116). Shortly thereafter, it is the wreck of Columbus’ ship the Santa María, and the 
construction of a fortress from its timbers to house the men left behind, that marks the beginning 
of the end: the transition from discovery to colonization--and, inevitably, conquest. The island will 
prove to be Columbus’ undoing, as accusations of mismanaging the colony lead to a disgrace that 
shadows him for the rest of his life. And as the nucleus of Spanish empire in the New World, Haiti 
will be the first site of indigenous genocide and the creation of a transatlantic system of chattel 
                                                
34 In the 1828 Murray first edition, this sentence carries more weight: “It is impossible to resist 
noticing the striking contrasts which are sometimes forced upon the mind.” See Irving, A history of 
the life and voyages of Christopher Columbus 1st British ed., 4 vols. (London: John Murray, 1828): II: 173. 
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slavery. The language of doom permeates this chapter: The indigenous Haitians, portrayed as noble 
savages “approaching to the golden state of poetical felicity” (120), innocently help to build the 
fortress, “little dreaming that they were assisting to place on their necks the galling yoke of perpetual 
and toilsome slavery” (130). And Columbus interprets the shipwreck that led to this first makeshift 
settlement as a sign of “divine favour,” unaware that this island “was doomed to be to him a scene 
of cares and troubles (133).  
In Irving’s discussion of the “first trace of negro slavery in the New World,” which 
originated in efforts to spare the enslaved indigenous peoples who were dying in large numbers 
under the new labor regime of the repartimiento system, Haiti’s past and present assume an even more 
explicit symbolic relation. “There are signal events in the course of history, which sometimes bear 
the appearance of temporal judgments,” he begins, before declaring: “It is a fact worthy of 
observation, that Hispaniola, the place where this flagrant sin against nature and humanity was first 
introduced into the New World, has been the first to exhibit an awful retribution” (443). Here, the 
Haitian revolution is cast as a providential “retribution” for the introduction of chattel slavery into 
the New World; the injustices of discovery are redeemed through violence. This framing is akin to 
what Hayden White has called a “prefiguration-fulfillment relation,” in which “a given historical 
event can be viewed as the fulfillment of an earlier and apparently . . . unconnected event” when the 
two are linked ‘genealogically.’”35 The parallel between this alternate teleology and the prefiguration-
fulfillment relationship that was conventionally understood to link Columbus to the emergence of a 
hemisphere of liberty is striking. If an independent United States vindicates a disgraced and 
mistreated Columbus, then the revolution that led to the second independent republic in the 
hemisphere avenges the indigenous and African victims of the genocide and enslavement that 
followed discovery. But while this formulation recalls Dessalines’ much-reprinted 1804 
                                                
35 Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,” Critical Inquiry 7.1, On 
Narrative (Autumn, 1980): 5-27, 27. 
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proclamation “I have avenged America,”36 it replaces human agency with Providence; and, in a book 
that lionizes the recent independence movements in Spanish America, it fails to recognize the 
republic that followed revolution despite the clear parallels between the trajectory that ends in the 
United States and the one that ends in Haiti.  
 Thus, there are two temporal trajectories in Irving’s Columbus: From the virtuous discovery to 
the emergence of a hemisphere of liberty implicitly led by the U.S., and from the horrors of 
colonization to the Haitian revolution. While the first trajectory is largely symbolic and 
geographically vague, the second is quite specifically anchored to a particular island that stands in 
for all the victims of Spanish conquest. The maps and charts in the first British and American 
editions of Columbus shed new light on how these temporal trajectories figured in a spatial and 
geographic register. 
Charting the Tracks of Columbus 
 The first British and American editions of Irving’s Columbus featured a total of three distinct 
fold-out charts and maps depicting the routes of Columbus’ ships. My reading of them begins by 
reconstructing the material conditions of their production and circulation. My approach, while 
drawing on the social constructivist thinking about cartography ushered in by Brian Harley, is 
aligned with recent work that seeks to move beyond representational theories of mapping, in a shift 
similar to the turn away from discourse and critique in literary studies. Scholars like Bruno Latour 
and John Pickles conceptualize maps as “inscriptions” rather than representations, “constellations of 
                                                
36 The full sentence is: “We have rendered to these true cannibals, war for war, crime for crime, 
outrage for outrage; yes, I have saved my country; I have avenged America.” Qtd. in Joan (Colin) 
Dyan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 4. As David Geggus notes, the African-descended founders of the 
independent republic chose the Taino name Haiti as a symbolic gesture, a “rhetorical device that 
amplified their indictment of imperialism and added legitimacy to their cause.” See Geggus, Haitian 
Revolutionary Studies, 217. 
 42 
ongoing processes” that are “produced and used through multiple sets of practices.”37 Materially, the 
maps all emerge from a decidedly Atlantic World context that saw a rise in hydrographic surveying 
projects in the early nineteenth century. All were produced by the hydrographic establishments of 
their respective nations, which in Spain and England were deeply intertwined with state military 
power, and in the United States was still a commercial operation. These maps reveal the links 
between state projects of legibility and the publishing industry. They are the legacy of the colonial 
project Columbus set in motion, and they also materialize that legacy, collapsing past and present 
into a single geographic frame in which toponyms in many languages are the traces of successive 
waves of colonization and possession in the New World. The palimpsestic temporality of these 
historical charts is akin to the retrospective hindsight in Irving’s narrative. 
 The Murray edition included slightly altered versions of the two charts published in 
Navarrete’s Colección, which Irving had obtained from Navarrete in Madrid and forwarded to his 
publisher in London. The first Navarrete chart shows the routes of Columbus’ exploration in the 
Caribbean (fig. 1.1), and the second shows his passages across the Atlantic (fig. 1.2). Navarrete was 
at this time the director of the Spanish Dirección Hidrográfica, or hydrographic office, and thus was 
responsible for the production of contemporary nautical charts at the same time that he was 
publishing archival sources related to the early history of Spanish exploration in the Americas. In the 
two fold-out nautical charts included in the Colección, Navarrete’s efforts to make the Americas 
knowable in his own day intersect with his historical efforts. He used fifteenth-century documents 
recovered from the imperial archive to reconstruct and plot Columbus’ routes against a backdrop of 
the most up-to-date, scientifically surveyed charts produced by the Dirección.38 In effect, the charts 
                                                
37 Martin Dodge, Rob Kitchin, and C. R Perkins, “Thinking About Maps,” Rethinking Maps: New 
Frontiers in Cartographic Theory (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 1-25, 16. 
38 In the introduction to the first volume of his Colección, Navarrete explains that the charts were 
drawn by D. Miguel Moreno, a naval officer and delineator for the Dirección Hidrográfica, who had 
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are attempts to re-produce, to materialize, Columbus’ own lost charts on the basis of his recently-
discovered logbooks. As D. Graham Burnett explains, a nautical chart is a working instrument, a 
“computational device” for determining a course. As the ship’s progress is plotted, it also becomes a 
record of the passage that can be used as data for new charts. Thus, there is a reciprocal relationship 
between navigation and chart: a ship’s passage “produces charted territory” (fig. 1.3).39 Navarrete 
reinscribes Columbus’ tracks on nautical charts that represent the most recent iteration of a process 
of mapping the New World that began with Columbus’ own sketches of unfamiliar coastlines and 
the portolan-style charts he presented to Ferdinand and Isabella (figs. 1.4 & 1.5).40 
 Murray was the official publisher of the British Admiralty, and he regularly issued 
contemporary exploration narratives that featured fold-out maps.41 As a result of these connections, 
he sent the Navarrete charts he had received from Irving to be adapted by John Walker, the British 
Hydrographer, and his brother Charles, who as J & C Walker also produced nautical charts for the 
Admiralty.42 The Walkers effectively translated the Spanish nautical charts into British ones by 
transposing the longitude to center on Greenwich, translating the titles, lettering, and certain 
toponyms into English, and Anglicizing the spelling of place-names. As per Irving’s sketches, they 
also altered the site of Columbus’ first landfall in the Americas from Turk’s Island to San 
                                                                                                                                                       
been part of a scientific expedition in the Antilles and therefore had first-hand knowledge of the 
geography of the region. Navarrete, Colección tomo I (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1825), civ. 
39 See Burnett, Masters of All They Surveyed, 100-102. Figure 1.3 is a copy of “Blunt’s New Chart of the 
South Atlantic Ocean” (New York: Edmund M. Blunt, 1825) that has been used for navigation and 
has courses plotted. Library Company of Philadelphia. 
40 Columbus was by all accounts a skilled chart-maker who for a time supported himself through this 
trade. According to Margaret Zomora, the sketch of the northeast cost of Hispaniola attributed to 
him is a preliminary to a chart and “is informed by portolan functionalism, realism, and accuracy.” 
See Zomora, Reading Columbus, 111. 
41 Charles W. J. Withers and Innes M. Keighren, “Travels into print: authoring, editing and narratives 
of travel and exploration, c.1815–c.1857,” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 36.4 (2011): 
560–73, 563. 
42 Tooley’s Dictionary of Mapmakers Q-Z, 345. 
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Salvador/Cat Island.43 Otherwise, the “Chart of the West Indies, with the adjacent Coast of South 
America” (figs. 1.6), inserted at the beginning of the first volume, and “Chart Shewing the Tracks 
across the North Atlantic Ocean of Don Christopher Columbus” (fig. 1.7), inserted at the beginning 
of the second volume, are exact reproductions of the Navarrete originals.44 Both, like Navarrete’s, 
show the routes of all four voyages in detail, and as hydrographic charts the focus is on ocean 
navigation rather than territory. There is no detail inland from the coastline, and national 
boundaries, as well as any indication of colonial possession, are absent. The eastern seaboard of the 
United States is labeled “America Setentrional” or “North America,” the broadest continental 
designation (fig. 1.7). The dotted lines of the routes track daily positions with precision, creating a 
narrative trajectory that moves along points in space punctuated by time. For Spanish and British 
hydrographers, affiliated with the waning and the waxing Atlantic maritime empires, Columbian 
history is about ocean navigation and charting the New World with ever-increasing precision.  
 The American first edition published in New York by Carvill featured a different map, titled 
“Map of the Route of Columbus, on arriving among the Bahama Islands” (fig. 1.8).45 Like the 
Walker charts, it is based on a Spanish chart originally published by the Dirección Hidrográfica (fig. 1.9), 
and it was produced by business associates of the de facto American hydrographers in this period, 
                                                
43 While Navarrete had argued for Turks Island as the site of first landfall, Irving included in his 
“Illustrations” to the first edition an essay by Alexander Slidell, an American naval officer also in 
Madrid, who argued that the previously agreed-upon island of San Salvador was in fact correct. The 
Walkers neglected to make another minor route adjustment Irving had indicated, but Murray 
remedied this in a new version made for the 1830 abridged edition. 
44 They are slightly smaller than the Navarrete charts, but as Tony Campbell explains, this does not 
mean that they are not exact copies. Paper was wetted before printing and shrunk when it dried, so 
printed maps are always smaller than the engraved plate. Thus, an engraved plate that has been 
traced from a paper map will produce a new sheet that is slightly smaller than the original. See 
Campbell, Map History/History of Cartography website, 
<http://www.maphistory.info/understanding.html>. 
45 This map is attributed to D. G. Johnson and D. R. Harrison, and was printed at “W. Hooker’s 
Nautical Store” on Water Street in New York. It is dated 1828. 
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the Blunt family.46 But while it was copied from a Spanish chart by professional American chart-
makers, the title proclaims it to be a “map” instead. Here, the focus is on the land—or landing—
rather than the sea. Completely omitting the Atlantic passages of Columbus, the map focuses on the 
area immediately surrounding Guanahani, the island where he first made landfall. The original 
Spanish chart was drawn from an atlas of large-scale charts whose detail assisted pilots in navigating 
close to land, and the Carvill map increases this scale even further by zooming in on the islands 
themselves. 
 In certain ways, the Carvill map is “untranslated” from its Spanish original.47 Yet in a 
dramatic departure from the conventions of the nautical chart, it also incorporates toponymic 
conventions from the Anglo-American historical atlas. The map labels the site of Columbus’ first 
landfall with three toponyms: the indigenous name as recorded by Columbus, the name Columbus 
gave it, and the contemporary name. While a map of “Cuba and the Bahama Islands” in Carey’s 
American Atlas of 1822 (fig. 1.10) noted the three names as equivalents without indicating their 
temporal progression—“St. Salvador or Guanihani or Cat Island”—the Carvill map sets the names 
off from one another typographically: “Guanahani or Sn. Salvador now Cat I” (fig. 1.11). Thus, it 
shows simultaneously the native past, European contact, and contemporary colonial possession by 
                                                
46 Edmund March Blunt’s American Coast Pilot, first published in 1796, went through 21 editions until 
1861, at which point the copyright was sold to the U.S. government. Although the U.S. Navy had 
begun state-sponsored hydrographic surveys in 1837, the U.S. Naval Observatory and Hydrographic 
Office was not established until 1854. In the interim, Blunt’s family business was the main U.S. 
producer of pilot books and charts. Hooker was a sales agent and engraver for the Blunt family. For 
more on the Blunts, see Ristow, American Maps and Mapmakers, 227-231. For Hooker, see Tooley’s 
Dictionary of Mapmakers, E-J, 370. 
47 While U.S. maps and charts generally gave Greenwich coordinates at the bottom and Washington 
at the top, the maker of this map did not bother to change the longitude from the Spanish system 
centered on Cadiz. And with the exception of the island names, the toponyms are nearly all 
transcribed exactly from the Spanish and retain Spanish articles and prepositions: ‘Pto. de Santiago,’ 
for instance, or ‘P. de la Piedra.’ The topographical representations of mountains from the Spanish 
chart are also reproduced despite the fact that the elevation views that seem to justify their inclusion 
on the original are absent. This very exact reproduction of the original chart suggests that it was just 
a background that could be overlaid with the map’s true interest in a kind of historical mapping. 
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Britain while also, in the succession of the three names, indexing change over time in a kind of 
compressed narrative. It extends this logic to several other sites nearby, as additional text introduces 
the agents behind the names: “Samset by the Natives / Isabela by Columbus / now Long I.” Here, 
the map reinscribes Columbus’ forgotten profusion of names onto the landscape, in keeping with 
Irving’s offhand comment that “it is to be regretted that they have so generally been discontinued, as 
they were so often records of his feelings, and of circumstances which attended the discovery” 
(472). It even includes a full sentence of descriptive text to note the precise location of the “Light 
seen by Columbus at 10. o. c. in the night of Thursday 11 Oct. 1492 ” (fig. 1.11). Thus, the Carvill 
map surrounds the immediate area of Columbus’ landfall with landmarks rather than ship positions. 
The narrative inheres not so much in the route line as in reconstructing Columbus’ experience of 
reaching land. In this sense, the map seeks the kind of immediacy Irving provides in the narrative. It 
is a kind of visual supplement to the narrative’s account of discovery.   
 While the Navarrete and Murray maps assimilate Columbus’ voyages to the known world as 
conventionally depicted, the Carvill map allows the route to shape its framing. This unusual framing 
grounds Columbian history in a specific—and unexpected—grouping of islands: the Bahamas, a 
British possession where American Loyalists had been awarded land grants following the 
Revolutionary War; the island of “Saint Domingo,” at this moment controlled entirely by Haiti, 
whose independence would not be acknowledged by the U.S. government until 1862; Jamaica, 
another British possession; and part of Cuba, still controlled by Spain but coveted by the United 
States. Visually, the map is anchored by the island of Hispaniola, the largest landmass to appear in its 
entirety within the frame. The eye follows the dotted line of the route from Guanahani in the upper 
left quadrant down along the coast of Cuba towards Hispaniola in the lower right. And yet, 
strikingly, the route line never arrives. It trails off just before reaching the island’s coastline as if 
Columbus had never landed—as if the fateful shipwreck and subsequent settlement at La Navidad 
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had never occurred. While this is consistent with the U.S. tendency to focus on the discovery while 
sidestepping the project of colonization, the fact that “Saint Domingo” remains in the frame as the 
visual anchor despite playing no role in the “narrative” of the map’s route only draws more attention 
to the island. If the intent of the map is to focus on discovery, it might have been better served by 
using a more conventional grouping such as the map of “Cuba and the Bahama Islands” that 
appeared in Carey’s 1822 American Atlas; it omits Hispaniola and instead includes part of Florida, 
thus drawing the U.S. into the scene of discovery (fig. 1.10). 
 It is not clear whether Irving supplied Carvill with the original Spanish chart, or the extent to 
which he or his brother Ebenezer, his agent in the United States, were involved with its production. 
Since maps, like books, were not subject to international copyright in the United States in this 
period, it could simply have been pirated. Book historians have long stressed the degree to which the 
production of printed texts was a process involving multiple actors, and in the case of books that 
include maps, the actors proliferate even further. Irving, his brother, the American publishers G. & 
C. Carvill, publisher William Hooker, engraver D. R. Harrison, and letterer D. G. Johnson all played 
some role, although no correspondence survives to indicate how and why decisions were made. The 
Carvill map is best explained, I think, as the product of a chart-maker’s disregard for iconic 
representations. In historical atlases like Carey’s, maps were “mnemonic devices for assimilating 
information” and the familiar outline of the nation served as a symbol.48 By contrast, an 1825 
nautical chart of the South Atlantic published by the Blunts features the southernmost tips of Africa 
and South America at the top of the frame, presumably to align it with the orientation of a North 
American ship captain and thus to facilitate plotting a course. Ultimately, the Carvill map is the 
product of a number of actors, agendas, and media conventions, and its apparent ideological 
incoherence is precisely what makes it so suggestive. 
                                                
48 Schulten 38. 
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 In “Good Day, Columbus,” Michel-Ralph Trouillot explains that, in place of conventional 
phrases like “Columbus discovered America” or “landing in the New World,” he prefers to say that 
Columbus “discovered the Bahamas” or “stumbled on the Antilles”; focusing in on islands deflates 
the epic scale of a World or a Hemisphere, and therefore “decenters the official narrative.”49 I want 
to suggest that the Carvill map accomplishes an even more striking decentering in a visual register. 
Its unusual framing, seemingly adopted in order to magnify the site of “discovery” and landfall for a 
U.S. audience, suggests instead that the island it calls “Saint Domingo” is the territory of Columbian 
history. In doing so, it troubles the conception of a unified hemisphere of liberty that frames 
Irving’s narrative and reveals the limits of the Monroe Doctrine’s republican solidarity.  
 Haiti was, of course, the pressure point for the United States’ conception of a unified 
hemisphere of liberty. In Congressional debates over whether to send representatives to the 1826 
Congress of Panama, Haiti’s independence seemed to pose a threat not only because it conjured 
potential slave rebellions, but also because it might open the domestic institution of U.S. slavery to 
international scrutiny.50 In exchange for a heavy indemnity, Haiti had received official diplomatic 
recognition from France in 1825, but Spain, England, and the United States had not recognized its 
independence. The majority of maps and charts of the period continued to use some variation of 
“St. Domingo” to refer to the island, placing Haiti in a kind of post-colonial limbo. In America, 
Everett had grouped “the republic of Hayti” with Caribbean colonial possessions rather than an 
independent Spanish America, explaining that “without belonging precisely to the class of European 
colonies in America,” it “seems to hold its independence by a somewhat doubtful tenure, (the price 
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that is to be given for it being not yet paid).”51 Calling the island “Saint Domingo” while 
acknowledging the succession of toponyms elsewhere begs the question of its proper name.  
 Christian Jacob has argued, in characteristically lyrical fashion, that toponyms are “layered 
into strata of semantic sediment” and invite “a genealogy, even an archaeology . . . the earth is a 
palimpsest, a cemetery of toponyms.”52 The Carvill map’s sedimentation of toponyms is a reminder 
that naming indexes possession and a record of the circumstances under which territories changed 
hands. Ultimately, I want to suggest, it defamiliarizes the temporal and spatial frameworks that make 
Columbus’ voyages legible in the Navarrete and Murray maps. In gesturing towards the immediacy 
Irving provides in the narrative when he invites the reader to look through Columbus’ eyes, it hints, 
perhaps, that what we will see is that the discovery of exploration and naming is already 
colonization. Perhaps not surprisingly, in the “Author’s Revised Edition” of 1848-9, the Carvill map 
centered on the island of Hispaniola was replaced by an updated version of the Murray chart that 
frames Columbian history on a hemispheric scale.  
Authorship as Enclosure 
 While Irving claimed Columbus for the hemisphere, he enclosed this history through 
copyright as literary property, and in short order U.S. periodical writers claimed it as the founding 
work of national literature. Irving was the first American author to successfully capitalize on his 
work on both sides of the Atlantic. London remained at the center of the Anglophone literary 
marketplace until well into the nineteenth century, and American authors had an incentive to 
cultivate the prestige that came with a London publisher.53 There was also a very basic financial 
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incentive owing to the lack of international copyright law. U.S. authors had to compete with cheap 
British reprints at home, and they had no recourse to official copyright protection for their books in 
Britain54 unless they could interest a London publisher in buying the copyright. In 1819, after the 
success of The Sketch Book in the United States, Irving had been able to negotiate the sale of his 
copyright to John Murray II, whose imprint was considered “the most valued status symbol to 
which an author could aspire,” and he continued to publish with Murray throughout the 1830s.55  
 Columbus was a “publishing phenomenon,” and by the end of the nineteenth century it had 
gone through 175 editions in the United States and Europe and had been translated into twelve 
languages.56 Through his successfully negotiation of Anglo-American copyright, Irving received 
approximately $23,000 for the British and American first editions, revised editions, and 
abridgments, which was “an extraordinarily large earning for authorship in the 1820s.”57 In addition 
to its popular success, Columbus was also acclaimed as a serious work of scholarship; Irving was made 
a corresponding member of Real Academia de la Historia in Spain, and received a gold medal from 
Royal Society of Literature in London as well as an honorary doctorate from Oxford.58 The popular 
and scholarly success of Columbus thus secured Irving’s literary reputation, foundering after the 
publication of his previous work, the flimsy Tales of a Traveller, and marked his emergence as a 
different kind of author.59 He had hoped with this “hard literary labor” to “build up some little 
                                                                                                                                                       
Literary Field: The Pioneers, The Heart of Mid-Lothian, and the Effects of Provinciality” ELH 78.4 
(Winter 2011): 891-916. 
54 For a discussion of the transatlantic reprint market in the absence of international copyright, see 
Meredith McGill, American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting. 
55 Ben Harris McClary, ed., Washington Irving and the House of Murray (Knoxville: U of Tennessee Press, 
1969), viii. 
56 I borrow the phrase “publishing phenomenon” from William H. Shurr, “Irving and Whitman: Re-
Historicizing the Figure of Columbus in Nineteenth-Century America,” American Transcendental 
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57 McElroy lxxviii. 
58 McElroy lxxxv. 
59 William Charvat, who pioneered the study of professional authorship in the United States, 
mantained a strict definition of professional authorship as making a living solely by one’s pen. By 
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dependence in case of the worst.”60 While this “dependence” certainly referred in part to financial 
capital, Irving also, by turning from light fiction on the model of The Sketch Book to serious history, 
aimed at cultural capital. As he wrote to his agent Thomas Aspinwall, who negotiated the sale to 
Murray: “A literary reputation, to hold well with the public, requires some make weights of the kind. 
Some massive materials, which form a foundation; the lighter works then become ornaments & 
embellishments . . . . One must prose and be tedious at times, to get a name for wisdom with the 
multitude, that ones jokes may afterwards pass current.”61 
 In the major U.S. review of Columbus, Alexander Hale Everett proclaimed the work a national 
epic and its author the “discoverer” of a truly national U.S. literature.62 Everett emphasizes the 
American nature of the work, calling it a “beautiful coincidence” that “the task of duly celebrating 
the achievements of the discoverer of our continent, should have been reserved for one of its 
inhabitants” (129). He draws a parallel between Irving and Columbus on the basis of the author’s 
exploration of uncharted literary territory; Irving is, he declares, “the first writer of purely Cisatlantic 
origin and education, who succeeded in establishing a high and undisputed reputation, founded 
entirely on literary talent and success” (104). Everett likens Irving’s pioneering role in the field of 
U.S. letters not only to territorial exploration, but also to chivalric knighthood, casting him as “the 
valorous knight” who was “called, in the order of destiny, to break the spell” of American literary 
                                                                                                                                                       
these standards, in the antebellum period only Cooper would qualify. Throughout the time Irving 
was publishing, he was also engaged in a range of other pursuits, including his family’s business and, 
later, diplomatic appointments in England and Spain. But Leon Jackson has recently challenged 
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Antebellum America (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2007). For more on Irving as a professional author, see 
David Dowling, Capital Letters: Authorship in the Antebellum Literary Marketplace (Iowa City: U of Iowa 
P, 2009). 
60 McElroy, “Introduction,” lxii; Irving to Thomas Storrow, Madrid 26 Feb. 1828, Letters II, 223. 
61 Irving to Col. Thomas Aspinwall, Seville 4 April 1829, Letters II, 396. 
62 [Alexander Hale Everett], “Irving’s Life of Columbus,” North American Review 28.1 (1829): 103-134. 
Hereafter cited parenthetically. 
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mediocrity (110). As Mark Rose has shown, in the eighteenth century land became a powerful 
metaphor for literary property in debates over copyright.63 Everett emphasizes Irving’s original 
genius and describes both his “discovery” and that of Columbus in the immaterial terms of 
“intellectual labor.” While in America Everett had quite openly discussed U.S. territorial ambitions, 
he mystifies the financial self-interest of proprietary authorship, insisting on a separation of the 
literary from the geopolitical even as they are linked in both a material and a figural sense. In the 
period of U.S. Hispanism that began with Irving, U.S. authors of works about Spanish discovery and 
conquest were described in increasingly martial terms as conquerors vanquishing with the pen the 
history of the territories their subjects had subjugated with the sword. While book history has tended 
to focus on the peripheral and relatively disempowered status of U.S. authors vis-à-vis London, U.S. 
authorship also positioned itself as imperial and martial in relation to the “spoils” of Spanish history. 
 British reviewers also drew a parallel between Irving and his subject, but they did so to 
deflate a romantic view of authorship and discovery by casting both as mercenary. An essay 
published in London’s Monthly Review in April 1828 complained about the work’s “needless, and 
even wearisome prolixity,” attributing its length not to thoroughness but rather to an attempt “to 
expand the attenuated subject into a given number of tomes” (420). This accusation that Irving’s 
motivations are “mercantile” is mirrored in the reviewer’s insistence that Columbus too was 
motivated more by profit—“the anticipated spoils of Cathay and Cipango”—than by scientific or 
religious conviction (420, 427). If Everett declares both author and subject worthy of epic renown, 
British reviewers demystify the link between literary and territorial enclosure.  
 British reviews, even if largely favorable, were much less willing to accept the postcolonial 
Americas (and, by implication given the paternalistic logic of the Monroe Doctrine, the United 
States) as the telos of Columbian history, and much quicker to point to the consequences of 
                                                
63 Mark Rose, “Copyright and its Metaphors,” 8. 
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discovery. Their criticisms reveal what Fiona Robertson calls a British “unease” with U.S. 
appropriations of Columbus as a national hero.64 While Everett glosses over the genocidal 
implications of Columbus’ “discovery,” an essay published in the London Magazine insists on 
foregrounding them: “The adventures of the Spaniards in the West form one of the darkest pages in 
the annals of human crime and suffering,” it declares, and “we would never have the awful 
consequences of European cruelty in the New World lost sight of.”65 The reviewer is incredulous 
that “Mr. Irving constantly designates the discovery of Columbus as one of the greatest and most 
unalloyed (!) benefits ever conferred upon mankind. Was it so, does he think, to the natives of the 
West?”66 (308). This reviewer also notes the major role played in the narrative by “the island which 
has, of late, regained its original name of Hayti,” which “became the nucleus of the Spanish 
settlements in the New World”: “with its history the subsequent fortunes of Columbus were closely 
interwoven.” 
 Thus, not surprisingly, U.S. reviews of Irving’s history tended to focus on the first strand of 
translatio imperii, claiming the work as a national epic and its author as the “discoverer” of a truly 
national U.S. literature. As the reactions of British reviewers demonstrate, however, this leaves the 
other consequences of the spread of those “splendid empires”—indigenous genocide and the 
creation of a transatlantic system of chattel slavery—unaccounted for. Unwilling to see the 
postcolonial Americas (and, by implication given the paternalistic logic of the Monroe Doctrine, the 
United States) as the telos of this history, they instead discern in it the contours of tragedy.  
                                                
64 Fiona Robertson explains that this “unease” stems from the fact that, while Columbus’ story is 
meaningful “only as a stage in providential history,” the American revolution and independence had 
“severed this history from British history.” Thus, British rewritings emphasized not “continuity 
between Columbus and the future development of the Americas,” but rather “varieties of 
disjunction.” See Robertson 249. 
65 “Columbus,” London Magazine (1 March 1828): 281-325, 294. 
66 Ibid. 308. There were some favorable British reviews, however. In the Edinburough Review in 
September 1828, Lord Jeffrey predicted that Irving’s biography “will supersede all former works on 
the same subject, and never be itself superseded” (687). 
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The Territories of History 
 The publication of Irving’s Columbus also marked the beginning of the archival transfer this 
project traces. These material texts were valuable not only as rare collectors’ items or the raw 
materials for a U.S. history that began in 1492, but also as evidence that had contemporary use-value 
in disputes with European colonial powers over territories at the peripheries of the nation. Chief 
Justice John Marshall’s opinion in the Supreme Court case Johnson v. M’Intosh (1823) validated the 
“Doctrine of Discovery” that had undergirded the first wave of European claims to possession in 
the New World as a foundational principle in United States law, setting a precedent that ultimately 
lent legal authority to Jacksonian Indian removal.67 Caleb Cushing’s review of the first two volumes 
of the Colección, published in the North American Review in 1827, had noted Navarrete’s argument 
about the location of Guanahani as a matter of “no great consequence,” although he found it 
“satisfactory to know precisely what spot in America was first revealed to the eye of Europeans.”68 
With no immediate designs on this location, the coordinates of past claims are merely a matter of 
antiquarian interest. But when it came to the contested Northwest Territory of the late 1830s, 
sixteenth-century Spanish narratives and maps constituted an original title that could be used to 
discredit English claims to the area. In the same journal’s notice of the fifth and sixth volumes of 
Navarrete’s Colección, published in 1839, Cushing presses the newly-available documents they contain 
into the service of the boundary dispute. Framing their publication as an “occasion to do justice to 
the character of Spain, in a matter deeply important to the United States,” he offers them as 
evidence that, in addition to its own title based on “discovery, exploration, and possession,” the 
                                                
67 See Ralph Bauer, “Translating the ‘Doctrine of Discovery’: Spain, England, and Native American 
Religions,” in Coloniality, Religion, and the Law in the Early Iberian World, ed. Santa Arias and Raul 
Marrero-Fente (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2014), 93-115; James Muldoon, “John 
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68 Cushing 1826, 265 
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United States can also claim legitimate rights to the Northwest on the basis of the 1819 Adams-Onís 
Treaty.69  
 In this period, then, old manuscripts, books, and especially maps had legitimate evidentiary 
status. Lobbying for the creation of a Library of Congress in 1783, James Madison had been 
prescient in arguing that Americana was valuable not just as material for history, but also as a means 
to defend territorial claims against any “future pretensions” by the “other powers which had shared 
in the discoveries and possessions of the New World.”70 Edward Everett, editor of the North 
American Review and a member of the Joint Library Committee, had proposed in 1827 that the 
Library of Congress purchase Obadiah Rich’s collection of Americana, but the Library Committee 
ultimately decided it lacked sufficient funds to authorize the purchase.71 While Congress had not 
deemed Rich’s collection to be worth five thousand dollars in the late 1820s, however, by the 1840s 
its members were anxious to acquire books and maps about each region on which the expanding 
nation set its sights.72  And in the 1850s, the Library of Congress created a national map archive, a 
repository of maps dating as far back as the fifteenth century that could (anachronistically) 
constitute “authentic evidence of the nation’s territorial legitimacy” and aid in negotiating boundary 
disputes.73 At the height of their overseas empire, the Spanish treated New World maps as closely 
guarded proprietary secrets, while narrative relaciones were juridical documents.74 As these same 
materials accumulated in the Library of Congress, they again began to function as an imperial 
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archive, offering information about the state’s territorial holdings and a means by which to control 
them. 
Afterword: “[I] now consign to you this curious relic” 
 Fourteen years after the initial publication of his Columbus, largely on the strength of the 
reputation that work had given him, Irving would return to Spain as the American Minister, filling 
the post that Everett had held during Irving’s earlier stay.75 Irving wrote himself into geopolitics with 
his history of Columbus: His status as a cultural mediator between the Spanish archive and the 
Anglophone reading public gave him the credibility to become a U.S. diplomat with government-
backed power to influence geopolitical outcomes in his own moment. Leon Jackson has argued that 
a blinkered focus on the literary marketplace occludes the fact that authors were able to trade on 
their cultural capital for ends other than financial renumeration, and I want to suggest that Irving’s 
trajectory demonstrates a convergence between between literary authorship, historical scholarship, 
and diplomacy. In 1846, Irving was responsible for formally notifying the Spanish government that 
the U.S. had gone to war with Mexico. Thus, it is Irving who negotiates the new balance of power 
between a belated Spain and a fully-imperial United States, breaking the news to the former imperial 
power in the Americas that the U.S. had definitively assumed its mantle. Irving’s translation of the 
Spanish archive into an Anglophone cultural narrative led not only to the distillation of Columbus 
into a national hero, but also to a personal legitimacy that could be parlayed into government-backed 
diplomacy.76 
 In 1848, Putnam reissued Irving’s Columbus in a lavish Author’s Revised Edition. A year 
earlier, John Vanderlyn’s monumental painting Landing of Columbus, based on Irving’s description of 
                                                
75 See McElroy, “Introduction,” lxxxiv-lxxxv. 
76 Lindsay DiCuirci has recently made a similar point about “the extent to which Irving’s desire to be 
a transnational literary figure also translated into diplomacy.” My focus differs, however, in linking 
the material and instrumental possibilities of authorship with instrumental uses to which the material 
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that event, was installed in the U.S. Capitol Rotunda to preside over the nation’s halls of power. The 
panting depicts the moment at which Columbus plants the royal standard in the sand just as Irving 
had described it, enshrining the vision of discovery as the foundational moment of U.S. History. But 
if Vanderlyn’s painting enshrined the vision of a peaceful possession inherited by the United States, 
Irving’s revision registered that the U.S. had also inherited the legacy of colonization.  
 Irving revised Columbus extensively for the Putnam edition, and among his additions were 
four extended footnotes drawn from a series of “very obliging and interesting letters” from T.S. 
Heneken, an Englishman living in the now-independent Dominican Republic, who offers up 
“names, localities, and other particulars connected with the transactions of Columbus in that island” 
(196).  These extracts cast Hispaniola as a nearly-deserted, overgrown landscape broken only by a 
“few scattered huts of indigent Spaniards . . . . buried in the gloom of the mountains.” The built 
remains of the Spanish colonial past are in ruins; Heneken makes a pilgrimage to Isabella, the first 
permanent Spanish settlement in the New World, which is “quite overgrown with forests, in the 
midst of which are still to be seen partly standing, the pillars of the church, some remains of the 
king’s storehouses, and part of the residence of Columbus, all built of hewn stone . . . the small 
fortress is also a prominent ruin.” 
 While Heneken’s attempts to establish a gold and copper mining operation on the island had 
failed, among the ruins of Isabella he unearths a kind of antiquarian treasure. At the fortress, 
Heneken writes, he “discovered the remains of an iron clamp imbedded in the stone, which served 
to secure the flag-staff.” “I tore it out,” he continues, “and now consign to you this curious relic of 
the first foothold of civilization in the New World, after it has been exposed to the elements nearly 
three hundred and fifty years” (370). When the Spanish ceded their holdings on Hispaniola to the 
French in 1795, they exhumed Columbus’ bones, transported them in state to Havana, and 
reinterred them in the cathedral there. In the 1828 editions of Columbus, Irving had described these 
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remains as “sacred national reliques” for Spain. By 1847, with both sides of the island independent 
from colonial powers, Washington Irving at Sunnyside seems to Heneken to be the self-evident 
recipient and ultimate repository of this other “curious relic” of a Spanish imperial past that seems 
long dead. By this time, the U.S. had appropriated much of the material archive of Spanish history as 
well as an enormous swath of the territory once known as New Spain. Irving, the author who set 
this process in motion by “discovering” Columbian history for the United States, inherits not the 
flag of Vanderlyn’s painting, so transitory that it never left a mark, but the iron clamp that had 
clasped it to the hewn stone of “La Isla Espanola,” and had afterwards weathered three hundred and 


















American Antiquities: Robert Montgomery Bird and the “Rich Field” of Mexican History 
 
  In the wake of Spanish American independence, the 1820s saw the beginning of a second 
wave of extraction in the New World as Britain, France, and the United States jockeyed for 
neocolonial, commercial dominance. As Spanish America opened to foreign travel and investment, 
both the metals from its mines and the “antiquities” of its past were carried away, initially in large 
part by the British. “For centuries,” Giorgio Fodor writes, “the silver of Mexico and Peru had 
inflamed [the] European imagination; now these riches seemed open to British enterprise and 
capital.”1 Ironically, the Black Legend’s disparaging condemnation of Spaniards’ greed for gold, 
against which British Empire had defined itself for hundreds of years, suddenly melted away as soon 
as the opportunity for Britain to do the extracting presented itself. Foreign-owned mining interests 
took off and speculation ran rampant until the bubble burst when the London stock market crashed 
in 1825-26.  
 While the crash led to disenchantment about Mexico in both Britain and the United States, 
there were other resources to be extracted; as Robert Aguirre has shown, “economic and cultural 
plunder rode on parallel tracks.”2 William Bullock had toured Mexico in 1822 amassing an 
impressive collection of artifacts, and in 1824 he mounted a wildly successful exhibition on “Ancient 
Mexico” in the Egyptian Hall in London; when it closed his collection was acquired by the British 
Museum.3 Bullock used the rhetoric of ethnographic salvage to insist that he had “rescued” these 
artifacts from neglect, and maintained that his collecting was fully sanctioned by the Mexican 
government. But as early as 1823, the Mexican statesman Lucas Alamán had lamented the disorder 
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of government archives and the disappearance of valuable antiquities; some of what remained, he 
wrote, was “incomplete and torn.” He announced that the remaining antiquities had been carefully 
collected and indexed and would be housed in a new museum.4 But this did not deter travelers 
spurred by growing popular interest in “Mexican antiquities,” which were cast in tantalizing terms as 
“comparatively a virgin soil . . . the golden ore remains in the mine, little worked and scarcely 
known.”5 
 Whether describing commercial, archival, or literary-historical extraction, the rhetoric heard 
throughout the Anglo-American public sphere was identical: Mexico is figured either as empty 
territory inviting conquest, or as an unopened mine filled with precious metals. An 1827 essay in the 
American Quarterly Review asserted the “deep interest and eager curiosity” towards Mexico felt alike by 
the “general and philosophic inquirer,” the “votary of science,” the “politician and merchant,” and 
the poet. After Mexican independence opened this “vast untrodden field of enterprise and 
adventure,” all parties “rushed on with equal avidity, to gratify curiosity or share the spoil.”6 In this 
moment, then, we see an open season on a recently-opened Mexico, which is useful to the United 
States in a number of different ways. The United States claimed Mexico’s present political turmoil as 
a hemispheric backdrop for the consolidation and triumph of U.S. liberty; claimed its history as a 
source of romance for a developing national literature; claimed its antiquities for both spectacle and 
science; and inched towards claiming its territory, in the first U.S. envoy’s negotiations over the 
boundary line between Louisiana and Texas.  
 Robert Montgomery Bird’s Calavar; Or, The Knight of the Conquest (1834), the first U.S. novel 
to depict the Spanish “conquest” of Mexico, both participates in and encapsulates this open season.7 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 “Mexican Antiquities,” Waldie’s Select Circulating Library (21 March 1837): 185-192, 185-86. 
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7 William Gilmore Simms had written an early poem titled The Vision of Cortes (1829), and Robert 
Sands had written a biography of Cortés to be translated into Spanish and sold in the Spanish 
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Several reviews would take up the same language to declare that Bird had “opened a new mine of 
gold for the department of historical romance,” or to congratulate him, as “the first to adventure . . . 
upon [the] rich field” of Mexican history, for so “judiciously occupy[ing] the untrodden ground.”8 In 
the wake of the hemispheric turn in American Studies, Calavar has in recent years been rediscovered 
as a “hemispheric novel” and read to take the measure of U.S. imperialism in the decade before the 
U.S.-Mexican War.9 In this chapter, however, I will demonstrate that the framework and methods of 
Hemispheric Studies have not begun to account for the manifold appropriations it performs. I bring 
a focus on materiality to bear on the conceit of Calavar’s introduction, which reveals that the U.S. 
appropriation of hemispheric history in this moment was predicated on the material appropriation 
of the archive—even in fiction.  
  Calavar opens with an elaborate found-manuscript conceit that casts the novel proper as a 
translation of an incredible master source, a complete history of Mexico from the farthest reaches of 
the indigenous past down to the present, written by an eccentric curate descended from Montezuma 
                                                                                                                                                       
American market, but it was not published in English until 1832. See Williams, Spanish Background, 
218-219, 246, 392n. The Spanish-language historical novel Xicoténcatl (or Jicoténcal) was published 
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José María Heredia, both of whom were Cuban authors. See Brickhouse, Transamerican Literary 
Relations, 53-4. 
8 “Messrs. Carey, Lea & Blanchard,” National Gazette (6 Nov. 1834), 1; “Calavar,” AQR (Dec. 1834): 
375–401, 380; “Editor’s Table,” Knickerbocker (Oct. 1834), 324.  
9 Gretchen Murphy discusses Calavar as an example of what she dubs a “hemispheric novel,” which 
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potentially subversive work in Redreaming America, concluding that it offers “counterhistories that 
interrupt the presumed hegemonic memory by offering an alternative reading of the trauma of 
conquest” (54). See Gretchen Murphy, “The Hemispheric Novel in the Post-Revolutionary Era,” 
The Cambridge History of the American Novel. ed. Leonard Cassuto and Benjamin Reiss (Cambridge: 
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and based on pictoglyphic texts inherited from his ancestors.10 The curate entrusts his manuscripts 
to a U.S. traveler in Mexico City, begging him to translate and publish them for a U.S. audience, in 
the hopes that their message will eventually spread liberty through the hemisphere. This conceit 
fictionally circumvents the 1829 Mexican law prohibiting the export of “antiquities,” and both nods 
to and co-opts the historical project of Creole patriot Carlos María de Bustamante, a leading 
advocate of the law, who was in this moment feverishly printing indigenous manuscript histories to 
ensure their survival for posterity. Bird, whose research depended on secondary sources in 
translation at the Library Company of Philadelphia, mobilizes a well-worn fictional trope to call into 
being the most valuable collection imaginable and envisions, in the ongoing removal of Mexican 
“antiquities,” the possibility of a direct archival transfer from Mexico to the United States. In this 
moment, the British and French led the scramble for “American Antiquities,” but Bird’s 
introduction asserts the legitimacy of the U.S.’s claim to Mexican history and its material artifacts. It 
dramatizes the materiality of the transfer of Mexican history to the United States and its 
“translation” into Anglophone historical romance. 
 While we might expect a found-manuscript conceit to be tongue-in-cheek, Calavar’s 
introduction is referential to an unusual degree and brings into focus a very particular moment in 
U.S.-Mexico relations. In a fictional sleight-of-hand, it takes up and reworks the relationship 
between Bustamante and Joel Roberts Poinsett, the first U.S. Minister to Mexico from 1825-29, who 
inaugurated the United States’ formal territorial designs on Mexico, was expelled from the country 
for fomenting factional conflict, and took with him when he left a collection of over twenty-five 
hundred Mesoamerican artifacts. Furnishing a kind of national alibi, it recasts hemispheric 
aggression and plunder as benevolence and rescue. The introduction’s oversaturation of reference 
has much to show us, so this chapter will begin by unpacking the significance of two key objects: A 
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U.S. flag waving in Mexico, and the curate’s lavishly-described indigenous codex. I will demonstrate 
that the flag gives us a richer understanding of the relationship between nation and hemisphere in 
this moment, and the indigenous codex represents a brand of U.S. archival imperialism that is 
equally if not more insidious than the overt territorial imperialism that has been the focus of most 
recent work in hemispheric studies.  
Poinsett’s Flag: Hemispheric Nationalism 
 Robert Montgomery Bird was a popularly-acclaimed and prominent figure in the literary 
scene of Philadelphia in the 1830s, where he shared a publisher with Washington Irving and James 
Fenimore Cooper. Bird trained as a doctor and practiced medicine for a year before devoting 
himself full-time to his literary career, which began in the early 1830s when he won four of the actor 
Edwin Forrest’s playwriting competitions. After a falling-out with Forrest over financial matters, 
Bird became a novelist, and his choice of a Spanish American setting for Calavar, his initial foray into 
narrative, followed naturally from his last two plays—Orolloossa (1832), set in conquest-era Peru, and 
The Broker of Bogota (1833), set in colonial New Granada—and continued in the companion piece The 
Infidel; Or, The Fall of Mexico (1835). Although Bird never visited South America or Mexico, his 
working papers testify to his extensive research in early Spanish American history. Among his papers 
are also multiple lists of projected fictional and historical works that would draw on this research, 
including a series of eight historical novels set in Mexico, others set in South America and the 
Caribbean, and a history of Mexico.  
The conceit of Calavar’s introduction draws on a long-forgotten nationalist symbol of the 
early 1830s that demonstrates particularly clearly the hemispheric dimension of national identity in 
this moment. Domestically, the period during which Bird composed Calavar was a time of unrest 
and anxiety for the future of the union. In 1832-33, the Nullification Controversy raised the threat 
of disunion, as South Carolinians led by John C. Calhoun refused to pay what they viewed as 
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unreasonably high tariffs imposed by the federal government. Congress authorized President 
Andrew Jackson to use armed force against the Nullifiers in early 1833, and civil war seemed 
imminent.11 Bird witnessed the turmoil in South Carolina firsthand. In April 1833, he set out on a 
trip through the South that was to end in a visit to Mexico; his first stop was Charleston, the 
epicenter of the crisis. His travel journal, titled “Sketches of America, Physical, Moral, and Political. 
By a Man of Leizure,” seems to have been conceived as a series of publishable sketches. Its first 
proper entry reads: “Nullification… The effects are seen in Charleston - Shops shut up & labelled 
To be let - very frequent - business greatly reduced.” The Nullifiers and Unionists are “so ripe for 
fight, that it seems feared a single personal fisticuffing between two would have led all into a general 
combat.” After sketching out the situation on the ground, Bird moves into more abstract 
speculation about the controversy. He figures Nullification as a “sin against light & knowledge,” 
which is “not to be expiated; the lot of the traitor & parricide is the punishment of it.” He 
concludes: “Nullfn… There was never a more heartless & more [illegible] treason conceived; its aim 
was injustice; its origins, envy; its hope, lucre; it was begun in malignity, prosecuted in madness— & 
it ends in ruin & shame.”12 The hyperbolic language of “sin,” “treason,” and “ruin” registers the 
seriousness of Nullification’s threat to the young republic.  
 In this alarming climate, calls for national symbols and cultural productions proliferated. 
Massachusetts senator Rufus Choate’s 1833 address on “the Importance of Illustrating New-
England History by a Series of Romances like the Waverley Novels” explicitly linked the need for 
such works to the dangers posed by nullification. Novels would “melt down, as it were, and stamp 
the heavy bullion” of national history into “a universal circulating medium” that would find its way 
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into “every parlor, by every fireside, in every school-house, behind every counter, in every printing 
office, in every lawyer’s office, at every weekly evening club, in all the states of the Confederacy.” 
The national reach of such a literature “must do something, along with more palpable if not more 
powerful agents, toward moulding and fixing that final, grand, complex result—the national 
character.” It “might do something to perpetuate the Union itself,” and if it existed “it perhaps 
would not be so alarming if demagogues should preach, or governors practice, or executives tolerate 
nullification.”13 
 But while Choate saw New England history as the proper subject for nationalist cultural 
productions, one of the most visible pro-Union symbols to emerge during this period arose from an 
incident that had occurred in Mexico. At the height of the controversy, a former diplomat, Joel 
Roberts Poinsett, gave a widely-reprinted speech in Charleston to promote the Union cause. 
Poinsett had served as the first U.S. Minister to Mexico from 1825-29, and he invoked his 
experiences there to drive home the necessity of maintaining the Union. Reminding his listeners that 
he has personally “witnessed the baleful consequences of revolutions and dread[s] to see them 
inflicted upon this land,” he recounts what was to become a well-known episode during the 1828 
unrest in Mexico, when the United States flag offered an almost-magical protection to those who 
had fled to the ambassador’s house:  
I was in Mexico when that town was taken by assault. The House of the American 
Ambassador was then as it ought ever to be, the refuge of the distressed and persecuted; it 
was pointed out to the infuriated soldiery as a place filled with their enemies. They rushed to 
the attack. My only defence was the flag of my Country and it was flung out at the instant 
that hundreds of muskets were levelled at us. Mr. Mason (a braver man never stood by his 
friend in the hour of danger) and myself placed ourselves beneath its waving folds and the 
attack was suspended. We did not blanch, for we felt strong in the protecting arm of this 
mighty republic. We told them that the flag that waved over us was the banner of that nation 
to whose example they owed their liberties and to whose protection they were indebted for 
their safety. The scene changed as by enchantment, and those men who were on the point of 
                                                
13 The Works of Rufus Choate With a Memoir of His Life, ed. Samuel Gilman Brown, 2 vols. (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co., 1862): I: 343-44. 
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attacking my house and massacreing the inhabitants, cheered the flag of our country and 
placed sentinels to protect it from outrage.14 
 
 Thus, in this moment Mexico became a widely-understood foil for the United States,15 as the 
republican solidarity evidenced in Irving’s invocation of “Americans of all languages” waned in the 
face of revolutionary disorder in Spanish America. As the backdrop for the triumph of the symbol 
of U.S. liberty, Mexico throws into relief the power of that liberty, confirming the nation’s self-image 
as a hemispheric role model to which newer republics are “indebted.” And at the same time, Mexico 
also serves as a cautionary tale, with its “civil commotions” held up as a warning. By the late 1820s, 
the U.S. periodical press freely commented on the “limited capacity and degraded state of our 
neighbors”16 while maintaining faith in the power of republican institutions to gradually improve 
them. Commentators also reflected on the relevance of Mexico’s struggles for the United States, 
suggesting that more than one “salutary moral” could be drawn from “the alternations of fortune 
which our fellow freemen have experienced.”17 As Kirsten Silva Gruesz has noted, however, by the 
1840s the sense that the failure to maintain a democratic government was a moral one would 
                                                
14 “Substance of a Speech delivered by the Hon. J. R. POINSETT, at a Public Meeting, held at 
SEYLE’S. October 5th, 1832—published by request,” National Gazette and Literary Register 
[Philadelphia, PA] 20 Nov. 1832, 2. 
15 As Caitlin Fitz has explained, hemispheric solidarity in the period of Spanish American 
independence movements generally focused on South America. In the early years of the nineteenth 
century, Mexico was “largely absent from the popular excitement” for a number of reasons: Its 
republican movement had been strongest during the period that the U.S. was preoccupied with its 
own War of 1812; the revolution was largely rural; and the U.S. had stronger trade networks in 
South America and the Spanish Caribbean than in Mexico, where British trade had established an 
early foothold (52). Further, while a “far-off” South America accommodated the abstract rhetoric of 
“republican universalism,” Mexico was embroiled in the “narrative of conflict that so often defined 
the nation’s ever-shifting borders” (14). See Fitz, “Our Sister Republics: The United States in an Age 
of American Revolutions,” Ph.D. Diss., Yale University, 2010 
16 “Mexico in 1827,” American Quarterly Review 4.7 (1 Sep 1828), 112. 
17 “Foreign Relations of Mexico,” North American Review (April 1831), 318. 
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provide justification for the United States, as the “morally superior ‘free’ nation,” to disregard the 
noninterventionist clause of the Monroe Doctrine.18  
 Poinsett’s speech was widely reprinted, and the scene he described was embraced as a 
nationalist symbol.19 A circular reprinted in newspapers across the nation proposed to raise a 
subscription to fund a “National Painting” of the “almost magical triumph of our American flag, in 
Mexico.” “National feelings,” the authors argue, must be “revived” in the face of “sectional 
excitements”: “We must have National Paintings, National Songs, National Celebrations, to excite 
and perpetuate National enthusiasm.” Making a case for the ability of the arts to strengthen 
nationalism, they explain that their ultimate object is an engraving of the eventual painting, which as 
a visual medium will have a more universal reach than print, ensuring that “the Flag of our Country 
may wave in every house, in every cottage, even every log house beyond the mountains; that our 
children may learn before they can read, to love and reverence the emblem of their country’s power, 
and may realize that it is their guardian and protector, not only on their native soil, but in a land of 
strangers.”20 Going one step beyond Choate, these pro-Union Charlestonians propose a visual 
medium that does not require literacy to accomplish its nation-building ends.  
 They commissioned fellow Charlestonian John Blake White to depict the scene, and the 
finished painting, “The Unfurling of the United States Flag at Mexico,” was exhibited in Charleston, 
New Orleans, Philadelphia, New York, and Boston, garnering significant publicity in the press. In 
late November 1834, the same month Calavar was advertised in its pages, the Philadelphia National 
Gazette reprinted a notice from the Charleston Courier that described the painting in detail.21 Noting 
                                                
18 Kirsten Silva Gruesz, Ambassadors of Culture: The Transamerican Origins of Latino Writing (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002), 59. 
19 Robert Walsh, the editor of the National Gazette, wrote the biographical sketch of Poinsett for 
Longacre’s National Portrait Gallery, and reprinted an excerpt from this profile in the pages of the 
Gazette in 1833. “Joel R. Poinsett,” NG 24 October 1833, 4. 
20 “Circular Letter issued,” NG 18 May 1833, 1. 
21 “The Unfurling of the United States Flag at Mexico,” NG 27 Nov. 1834, 3. 
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that the “scenery of the city, and of the adjacent country and mountains in the back ground, is 
strictly Mexican” before focusing in on the foreground depicting Poinsett and Mason, and, most 
importantly, the flag itself, the description casts Mexico as the recognizable backdrop that throws 
into relief a scene of patriotic triumph. When the painting was exhibited in Philadelphia’s Hall of 
Independence, the National Gazette printed a poem, “On viewing White’s fine Painting of the 
‘Unfurling of the Banner at Mexico,’” attributed to “a Lady.”22 The poem further illustrates the manner in 
which U.S. liberty is defined and strengthened against a Mexican backdrop. It begins by setting the 
scene in “sad Mexico,” where “gloomy horror reigns,” before honing in on the “proud banner of 
the free.” The poem’s penultimate stanza explicates the flag’s symbolism:  
And glorious states, our union band, 
Still like your starry emblem stand 
  Beacons of chivalry;  
And as its stripes, ranged side by side,  
In weal or woe, through time abide, 
  The firm united free! 
 
And in the final stanza, the poem warns against disunion by displacing the threat onto the symbolic 
stars of the flag itself, and from there onto the night sky: 
How startling to the astonish’d night 
Should Orion’s belt of starry light,  
  Break ‘mid the arch of heaven; 
Thus would the nations gaze on ye,  
Light of the world! hope of the free! 
  Should your bright band be riven.  
 
The threat of disunity is figured as the flag being rent, the stars and stripes that symbolize the states 
no longer forming an intact whole. And the flag’s unity is naturalized by figuring its stars as a 
constellation whose rupture would “astonish” the natural order. Echoing the exceptionalist rhetoric 
of the city on a hill, the United States must uphold its responsibility as the “light of the world,” a 
beacon of freedom for all other nations.  
                                                
22 “For the National Gazette, On Viewing White’s Fine Painting,” NG 18 July 1835, 4. The initials 
M. A. F. are given at the end of the poem. 
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 With anxieties over nullification running high, the image of Poinsett’s flag clearly struck a 
chord, providing a symbol around which people in cities across the republic could rally. After its 
national tour, the painting was presented as a gift to President Andrew Jackson.23 Although an 
engraving of the painting was never made, a biographical sketch of Poinsett published in the 
Democratic Review’s series of “Political Portraits with Pen and Pencil” in 1838 was accompanied by a 
lithograph of Poinsett and his flag made by political portraitist Charles Fenderich (fig. 2.1).24 The 
episode continued to be recounted in all such biographies of Poinsett; by the end of the century, one 
commentator described it as a “lesson” Poinsett had taught Mexicans “in regard to the respect due 
the American flag.”25  
 As evidenced in his travel journal, Bird was deeply concerned about the nation’s political 
prospects in 1833. After his return from his trip through the South and West, Bird wrote a “national 
hymn” entitled “God Bless America,” which was published in sheet music in March 1834.26 
Referencing the national “hour of need,” it invokes the U.S. flag in terms similar to the poem 
printed in the National Gazette. Urging “Up with the star flag to the gale!” it hopes to “Bind up all 
loyal hearts that bleed, / And strike the traitor down.” Again, the threat of disunity is implicitly 
figured as the flag being rent, the stars and stripes that symbolize the states no longer forming an 
intact whole. The final stanza concludes with the hope that “The banner of our Union loved / Shall 
wave the ages on / While time will find no stripe removed, / No bright star quench’d and gone.”     
                                                
23 Jackson took it with him when he left the White House, and anecdotal history holds that it hung 
above his deathbed. Upon his death, the painting was returned to Charleston, where it hung in the 
courthouse until it was destroyed in the burning of the city during the Civil War. See “White’s First 
Great Picture; Painted for Andrew Jackson and Willed to the Bravest, It Perished Untimely by Fire.” 
The New York Times 20 Feb. 1899: 2. 
24 Charles Fenderich, “J. R. Poinsett; The Flag Scene in Mexico City,” in “POLITICAL 
PORTRAITS WITH PEN AND PENCIL (No. II): JOEL R. POINSETT,” The United States 
Magazine, and Democratic Review 1.3 (Feb. 1838). 
25 Charles J. Stillé, “The Life and Services of Joel R. Poinsett,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography 12.2 (1888): 129-164, 131. 
26 Robert M. Bird, “God Bless America!” notated music (Philadelphia: Fiot, Meignen and Co., 1834): 
1-4. 
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 Thus, Calavar emerges from a moment of turmoil and anxiety about the future of the nation, 
which gave rise to widespread calls for nationalist cultural productions. For Bird, as for many others, 
Poinsett’s flag became a key symbol—one that reappears in Calavar’s introduction. I want to suggest 
that in Calavar, Bird answers the urgent calls for national arts, encapsulating the essence of the scene 
Poinsett described in the form of a novel rather than an engraving. Just as Poinsett’s flag turned a 
“strictly Mexican” scene into a U.S. tableau, Calavar transforms Mexican history into a lesson in 
republican virtue for a U.S. audience. And like Poinsett’s flag, despite its setting Calavar was hailed as 
a preeminently national production.  
 In the introduction of Calavar, Poinsett’s flag is explicitly invoked, and its lesson of the 
importance of the union is put into the mouth of a Mexican priest. In it, a U.S. traveler in Mexico 
City meets an eccentric curate descended from Montezuma whose life work has been the writing of 
a history of Mexico that vindicates his indigenous ancestors. Shortly after they meet, the curate 
notices that the traveler wears a “cameo on [his] breast” that “bears the device of stars, the symbol 
of intellectual as well as political independence.” “I reverence that flag,” the curate exclaims; “I saw 
it, when your envoy, attacked by an infuriated mob, in his house in yonder very city, (I stole there in 
spite of them!) sprang upon the balcony, and waved it abroad in the street. Frenzy vanished at the 
sight: it was the banner of man's friend!” (I: xii). It is the memory of Poinsett’s flag that decides the 
curate in favor of bequeathing his history to the traveller. He begs him to translate and publish it in 
the United States, where it will teach U.S. citizens republican virtue so that it can then be spread 
back to revolution-wracked Mexico.  
 In Calavar, as in Poinsett’s own retelling, Mexico becomes a foil for U.S. liberty and a 
background against which to stage concerns over the future of the republic. As a degenerate 
republic—presented in terms of contagion as a “gust of anarchy” that will “disease thy imagination, 
until thou comest to be disgusted with the yet untainted excellence of thine own institutions” (I: 
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xxiii)—Mexico is held up to the standard of the United States, with the proposal that democratic 
ideals will only be reintroduced after its northern neighbor has processed the history of Mexico in 
the form of the codex that becomes the text of Calavar. The curate explains that his own 
countrymen “are a thousand years removed from civilization” and would therefore be incapable of 
understanding its message. By contrast, he tells the traveler, “your own people—the happiest and 
most favoured of modern days,—are perhaps, not so backward” (I: xix).  
 Bird’s exceptionalism is two-edged, however, equally trained on the failure of the United 
States to live up to its own ideals. Laboring under “the hallucinations of philanthropy” (I: xxvii), the 
curate is convinced that “civilization, even to the foremost of nations, was yet unknown.” In 
addition to revealing the cruelties of the sixteenth-century Spanish conquistadores, his history is also 
meant to “open the eyes of men to some of the specks of barbarism which yet sully their own 
foreheads.” He defines this present-day barbarism as a romanticization of violence: “the poetry of 
bloodshed” and “the sentiment of renown” are “the first and last passion, and the true test, of the 
savage state.”  
 The grand moral of his story, then, is that “reason reprobates, human happiness denounces, 
and God abhors, the splendour of contention” (I: xxiv)—a clear reference to the partisan politics of 
faction. This lesson will “teach Americans to admire the beauty of a republic . . . to appreciate and 
preserve, even as thy soul's ransom, the pure and admirable frame of government, which a 
beneficent power has suffered you to enjoy (I: xiv). As in the rhetoric surrounding Poinsett’s flag, 
Mexico’s disorder should compel U.S. appreciation of its own institutions and inspire redoubled 
efforts to preserve them. Once the United States has learned the lesson of republican virtue, the 
curate hopes, this wisdom will “be reflected back on my own people” (I: xvi). The conquest here 
becomes a story intended to instruct the U.S. in preserving its own republican institutions so that it 
can eventually spread them to Mexico—and to the rest of the globe. This reworking casts the United 
 72 
States as the culmination of history, inheriting the hemisphere’s collective past and bearing 
responsibility for shaping its future. But while previous work on Calavar has commented on this 
obviously paternalistic rhetoric, I argue that its justification of the U.S. claim to Mexican history 
obscures a more insidious appropriation. 
 While the episode of Poinsett’s flag became a symbol of national triumph in the United 
States, Poinsett was reviled in Mexico itself and was eventually expelled from the country on the 
accusation that he had been meddling in its political affairs.27 In a moment at which Mexico was 
undergoing regime change and repelling an invasion by Spain, Poinsett became for Mexicans the 
most notorious embodiment of American imperial ambitions. In 1825, he had been instructed to 
negotiate a U.S.-Mexico boundary further west than the Sabine River, which was the limit that had 
been agreed upon by the Adams-Onis Treaty with Spain and confirmed by Mexico upon its 
independence; Poinsett did not succeed in these negotiations, but in 1829, Andrew Jackson renewed 
efforts to acquire Mexican territory, instructing Poinsett to negotiate “for the purchase of so much 
of the province of Texas as hereinafter described, or for such a part thereof as they can be induced 
to cede to us.”28 While he did not ultimately succeed in appropriating land, Poinsett’s stint in Mexico 
enabled a perhaps even more sinister appropriation. He returned to the U.S. bearing not only a 
stirring story, but also over twenty-five hundred Mesoamerican artifacts collected while serving as 
Minister, in defiance of a recently-passed law forbidding the export of “Mexican antiquities.”29  
  Poinsett sought out “antiquities” at the request of Peter DuPonceau, the president of the 
American Philosophical Society and a scholar of Native American philology. DuPonceau’s interest 
in indigenous languages made him particularly “anxious to possess some of the ancient Mexican 
hieroglyphical paintings”; “There are none, I believe, in this Country, & they would greatly help our 
                                                
27 See Lars Schoultz, Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy toward Latin America (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1998), 18-19. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Aguirre 31. 
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researches.”30 Poinsett knew full well of Mexican efforts to prevent foreigners from taking 
antiquities out of the country, as he had translated and included Alamán’s address in an appendix to 
his 1822 travel narrative Notes on Mexico. In his initial response, he informed DuPonceau that he 
would not have difficulty securing artifacts, but “hieroglyphical paintings” would be “much more 
difficult to obtain”: “The government has thought proper to form a national museum and measures 
have been taken by the public authorities of the country to buy up all that are to be had and to 
prevent their being carried out of the state.” He offered instead to procure “Fac similes,”31 but 
DuPonceau insisted on originals: “Every cabinet in Europe, from Madrid to Vienna, have the most 
precious originals, & make no use of them but to shew them as curiosities. Our object would be to 
try to decipher them.”32 DuPonceau justifies the legitimacy of removing indigenous codices to the 
United States by emphasizing his scientific motive, but his rejection of facsimiles suggests that 
prestige and competition with European institutions are also at play. He writes that “while the savans 
of Europe are successfully endeavoring to decipher the Egyptian hieroglyphics, it seems Americans 
should make a similar attempt on those of our hemisphere.”33 In his eyes, his main competitors for 
the manuscripts are not Mexicans, but Europeans. His patriotic logic must have convinced Poinsett, 
as the collection he donated to the APS upon his return from Mexico in 1830 included not only 
more than twenty-five hundred Mesoamerican artifacts such as pottery, vases, masks, and gold 
ornaments, but also four folios of pre-contact “hieroglyphic paintings”—two from what is known as 
the Tribute Roll of Montezuma, and two Calendar folios.34 
                                                
30 Peter S. DuPonceau to Joel R. Poinsett, 9 Nov. 1826, qtd. in John Finley Freeman, “Manuscript 
Sources on Latin American Indians in the Library of the American Philosophical Society,” Proceedings 
of the American Philosophical Society 106.6 (Dec. 1962): 530–40, 531-2. 
31 Poinsett to DuPonceau, 10 Jan. 1827, qtd. in Freeman, 532. 
32 DuPonceau to Poinsett, 3 March 1827, Ibid. 
33 Peter S. DuPonceau to Joel R. Poinsett, 9 Nov. 1826, Ibid., 531-2. 
34 The Transactions of the APS published an inventory of Poinsett’s donations, “[c]ollected by him 
during a residence of five years as Minister to Mexico from the U. States of Am.,” which included 
artifacts such as masks, vases, pottery, “Golden Ornaments found in a Grave,” stone figures, 
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 Thus, Calavar’s introduction performs a kind of fictional sleight-of-hand. Ignoring Poinsett’s 
unpopularity in Mexico, it rewrites recent history. The hemispheric paternalism symbolized by 
Poinsett’s flag justifies not only the U.S. claim to Mexican history, but also to the material artifacts 
used to write it. And this material transfer is cast as a gift freely given rather than unlawful 
extraction; the traveller is begged by the curate to take the precious codices, justifying a plunder that 
was ongoing, and in which Poinsett himself actually participated.   
Archival Plunder 
 Bird presents the eccentric curate of the introduction, Don Cristobal Santiago Marhojo y 
Ixtliloxochitl, as the fictionalized descendant of the real seventeenth-century indigenous historian 
Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, whose manuscript histories had just begun to appear in print. In 
1829, an extract of Ixtlilxochitl’s history had been published by the Mexican statesman and historian 
Carlos María de Bustamante under the title Horribles Crueldades de los Conquistadores de Mexico, and it is 
clear that Bird’s eccentric curate references not only Ixtlilxochitl, but also Bustamante, his present-
day editor.  
 Bustamante was a member of the elite indigenista movement, which in the wake of Mexican 
independence embraced the Aztec past as the foundation of national identity.35 These elite Creole 
patriots claimed metaphorical descent from the Aztecs, and understood their newly-won 
independence from Spain to have avenged the injustices of the Spanish conquest. Bustamante called 
the Aztecs “our fathers” although he was of purely Spanish descent; his indigenismo was mocked by 
the conservative Mexican politician Lucas Alamán, who scoffed at the “general delirium” produced 
                                                                                                                                                       
mineral specimens, and “Hieroglyphic Paintings on Maguey Paper.” See Transactions of the American 
Philosophical Society 3 (1830), 510-511. The folios were voluntarily repatriated to Mexico by the APS in 
1942. See Freeman, 532. 
35 Rebecca A. Earle, The Return of the Native: Indians and Myth-Making in Spanish America, 1810–1930 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 38. 
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by the independence movement.36 As a “passionate, persistent propagandist” Bustamante’s rhetoric 
was often overblown, and his histories were long viewed as suspect for their obvious political 
motivations.37 Increasingly, however, Bustamante has drawn recognition as “the father of 
Mesoamerican historiography.”38 In the 1820s, he launched on a feverish campaign to print early 
manuscript histories by indigenous or mestizo historians such as Alva Ixtlilxóchitl, Chimalpáhin, and 
Alvarado Tezozómo, not only to offer an alternate genealogy for the newly independent nation, but 
also to save these manuscript works for posterity in the context of a mass exodus of valuable 
antiquities from Mexico. Bustamante helped to found the Museo de Antigüedades, and in 1829, he 
introduced and ultimately passed a bill forbidding the export of antiquities before the government 
had been given the right of first purchase. Thus, during the same decade that Edward Everett urged 
the U.S. Congress to collect works pertaining to the earliest history of the hemisphere in the Library 
of Congress, statesmen in newly-independent Mexico were making efforts to preserve their own 
cultural patrimony and found a national museum and library to safeguard it. 
 By the 1830s, however, Bustamante lamented that despite his efforts the “plunder” and 
“pillaging” had continued unabated, because gold is more powerful than laws or love of country. In 
Las Mananas de la Alameda, a didactic work in dialogue form meant to instruct young girls in the 
ancient history of their country, Bustamante explicitly condemns this extraction. “Since we opened 
our doors to free trade with Europe,” he writes, foreign travelers have taken away precious 
                                                
36 Ibid., 245. 
37 Bejamin Keen’s assessment is typical; he writes that as an editor, Bustamante was “guilty of crimes 
against scholarship: he freely altered, omitted, and introduced irrelevant glosses that were usually 
designed to point some contemporary moral.” See Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1991), 320. 
38 Susan Schroeder, “Chimalpáhin, Don Carlos María de Bustamante and ‘the Conquest of Mexico’ 
as Cause for Mexican Nationalism,” Estudios de Cultura Náhuatl 39 (2008): 287–309, 299. Edmundo 
O’Gordon led the recuperation and revaluation of Bustamante’s work beginning in the 1960s, and 
Schroeder notes that, despite the fact that historians have been quick to dismiss Bustamante for 
being “too often credulous, contradictory, and careless” (301), he must be credited for his print 
preservation efforts and his instrumental role in establishing the Museo de Antigüedades. “The 
significance of these two contributions,” she writes, “cannot be overstated” (302). 
 76 
indigenous maps and codices, either “robbing them from the archives” or taking advantage of the 
ignorance of their Mexican owners. And to his “profound grief,” so much has been lost that “even 
the key to the characters and hieroglyphics has passed into their hands, leaving us today [in the dark] 
to be able to interpret the very few that have been left to us.” If this wholesale dispossession 
continues much longer, he declares, Mexicans will find themselves completely lacking in the 
precious documents that would enable them to write their own history. In these dire straits, 
Bustamante considers his printing campaign to be essentially a salvage mission: It is an “obligation 
of conscience” to do what he can for the “common instruction of our nation,” taking advantage of 
the few manuscripts that remain, which, if not printed soon, will also within a few years pass to 
Europe.39 Bustamante’s impassioned rhetoric certainly registers the threat posed by this foreign 
appropriation of cultural patrimony, which, as Robert Aguirre has suggested, “imperiled the nation’s 
cultural memory” and “undermin[ed] the culture from within.”40  
 As Benjamin Keen has noted, for Bustamante, Mexico’s ancient history was “a great source 
of lessons for the present,” and “exhortations, warnings, reflections, gushed out of his writings in an 
                                                
39 “[L]o que no puede decirse sin un dolor profundo, hasta la clave de los caractéres y geroglíficos 
han pasado á sus manos, dejándonos hoy á obscuras para poder interpretar lo muy poco que nos 
habia quedado de dichos mapas y geroglíficos. De la misma manera han trasportado preciosísimos 
manuscritos, robados unos de nuestros archivos, ó malvaratados otros por perdonas poco 
inteligentes, de cuya ignorancia se han sabido aprovechar los extrangeros. Este saqueo, (ó dígase 
mejor) esta depredacion, no se ha podido impedir por una ley del Soberano Congreso, iniciada por 
mí, y que no se ha practicado, porque el oro con que se han pagado estas producciones tiene mas 
poderío que las leyes, y que el amor patrio. Por lo que á mí toca he procurado impedir tal desorden; 
pero habiendo llegado á tal punto, que si continuase por mas tiempo llegaríamos á carecer 
totalmente de los mas preciosos documentos para escribir la Historia, me he creído con obligacion 
de conciencia de hacerlo hasta donde alcancen mis cortas luces para instrucción del comun de 
nuestro pueblo, valiendome de los pocos manuscritos que nos restan, y que si no se imprimen 
pronto, ó á lo menos se redactan en lo substancial, tambien pasarán dentro de pocos años á 
Europa.” Carlos María de Bustamante, Mañanas de La Almeda de México, Publícalas Para Facilitará Las 
Señoritas El Estudio de La Historia de Su País (México: Impr. de la testamentaría de Valdés, á cargo de J. 
M. Gallegos, 1835), II: ii-iv. 
40 Of course, it is important to look past Bustamante’s  rhetoric to remember that in asserting 
ownership of this patrimony, elites sought to “control and manipulate the indigenous past for their 
own political ends—ends that denied the indigenous as rightful inheritors of that past.” See Aguirre, 
32. 
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endless stream” (319). In the preface to Horribles Crueldades, Bustamante addresses his countrymen: 
“For you, oh beloved compatriots! For you, I say, I have drawn this sketch, from which I beg you 
not to turn your gaze for a moment: the lessons of the past are the school of the present, woe to 
him who does not take advantage of them!”41 To this end, Bustamante reshapes Ixtlilxochitl’s 
message to serve his own contemporary purpose. The historical Ixtilixochitl wrote to vindicate his 
ancestors to secure privileges for his own generation, and therefore focused on the early-sixteenth-
century Ixtlilxochitl’s indispensability in aiding Cortes.42 Bustamante, however, condemns not only 
the Spanish conquistadores, but also the “perfidious conduct” [pérfida conducta] of the indigenous 
princes who betrayed their country by fighting alongside the invaders. 
 But if Bustamante put words into Ixtlilxochitl’s mouth, Bird does the same to Bustamante in 
the found-manuscript conceit of his introduction. Far from the curate’s enthusiastic embrace of 
Poinsett’s flag and U.S. liberty, Bustamante distrusted Poinsett intensely and understood that the 
United States’ territorial ambitions made the northern nation Mexico’s “perpetual rival and enemy” 
[perpetua rival y enemiga]. When the U.S. envoy arrived in Mexico in 1825, Bustamante wrote in his 
diary that “the Anglo-Americans are placing in motion their artful schemes to gobble up the 
Province of Texas.”43  He lamented that “foreigners and adventurers consumed by greed” had set 
                                                
41 “Por vosotros ¡oh amados companos, por vosotros (digo) he trazado este bosquejo, del que os 
suplico no aparteis la vista ni por un momento: las lecciones de lo pasado son la escuela de lo 
presente ¡ay del que no se aprovecha de ellas!” Carlos María de Bustamante, in Fernando de Alva 
Ixtlilxuchitl, Horribles crueldades de los conquistadores de México y de los Indios que los Auxiliaron para 
Subyugarlo a la Corona de Castilla . . . Publicala por suplemento a la Historia del padre Sahagun (Mexico: 
Imprenta de Alejandro Valdez, 1829), XII. 
42 As Rolena Adorno explains, Ixtlilxochitl vindicated his ancestors not by condemning Cortés but 
by describing him “in the same conventional and glowing terms the Spanish historians had used in 
decades past” and proving the indigenous princes to have been “indispensible” to him as allies. 
Thus, the historical Ixtlilxochitl claimed for his ancestors “a historical share in the dominant values 
of Christian militancy.” See Adorno, The Polemics of Possession in Spanish American Narrative (New 
Haven: Yale UP, 2008), 141-43. 
43 “Los Anglo-americanos están poniendo en movimiento sus arterías para soplarse la Provincia de 
Texas.” 22 and 23 Oct. 1825, Carlos María de Bustamante, Diario Histórico de México, vol. 1, ed. 
Manuel Calvillo, and Rina Ortiz (SEP, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1984), 142. 
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upon Mexico “like roaring lions to devour [it],”44 and its leaders were “taken in by the traps laid by 
the cunning hand of Poinsett.”45 And unlike the curate in Calavar, who freely bequeaths his precious 
manuscripts to a foreigner from what he concedes is the superior republic to the north, Bustamante 
did his utmost to protect the codices containing the “true history” of Mexico for its own people. 
Thus, Calavar’s conceit co-opts Bustamante’s nationalist historical project and recasts plunder as a 
gift.  
Found Manuscripts in the Era of the Archive 
 The conceit of the found manuscript takes on new currency in an era when manuscripts 
became the building blocks of history, historians began to do archival research, and historical 
prefaces therefore routinely elucidated the historian’s sources and where he had accessed them. 
Irving had recently employed a found-manuscript conceit in his Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada, 
which begins with a tongue-in-cheek frame tale that claims what follows to be the work of an 
obscure Spanish historian, Fray Antonio Agapida. Coming in the wake of Columbus, Irving’s readers 
were confused; many assumed that Agapida was simply another of the recently-discovered sources 
that Irving had named and drawn on in his previous work. Calavar was much more obviously 
fictional, from the subtitle that proclaimed it a “romance” to its adherence to the conventions of the 
Scott-style novel, so the found manuscript conceit was not actually making a bid to be accepted as 
factual. It was, however, positioning itself as referential. The curate’s namesake, Fernando de Alva 
Ixtlilxochitl, had possessed a collection of indigenous codices on which his Spanish-language 
                                                
44 “Te acechan como leones rugientes para devorarte estrangeros y aventureros devorados por la 
codicia.” Ibid. 
45 [C]ae en los lazos que le tiende la mano astuto de Poinsett.” Ibid. While the popular press in 
America sought to vindicate Poinsett of charges of meddling in the political affairs of Mexico, 
Bustamante was not wrong about U.S. territorial ambitions: Poinsett had been authorized to 
negotiate treaties of “limits and boundaries,” and Jackson instructed him to purchase Texas if 
possible. See Herbert Everett Putnam, Joel Roberts Poinsett; a Political Biography (Washington, D.C.: 
Mimeoform Press, 1935), 75-83. 
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histories drew. He left them to the seventeenth-century Creole historian Sigüenza y Góngora, but 
when Sigüenza died his extensive collection was eventually scattered.46  
 While spurious found manuscripts generally serve to indicate the fictionality of a work,47 
then, the lost codices of Calavar’s introduction stay within the realm of Aristotelian probability, 
positing the recovery of an actual collection that had been lost. A fictional device is here mobilized 
historically, conjuring sources that historians speculated about and wished to recover. Bird claims 
the prerogative of fiction—the freedom to fill in gaps in the historical record—in order to fill those 
gaps literally by summoning up lost texts. 
 The conceit of the introduction thus plays on the newfound preeminence of manuscript 
sources in historiography through Bird’s tongue-in-cheek accounting for his sources. The U.S. 
traveler tells the curate that he has learned Mexican history from the standard authorities—De Solís, 
Clavigero, Bernal Díaz de Castillo, and Robertson—all of whom are quickly dismissed as 
“jolterheads” by the curate (I: 23). Aping Rankean arguments for the manuscript source, the curate 
insists that his is the only “true” history of the conquest. Bird’s own research for Calavar relied on 
the less glamorous print sources dismissed in the introduction, however. A reading list Bird titled 
“Kevar, or the knight of the conquest” features “Clavigero’s Mexico,” “Keatinge’s Bernal Díaz,” and 
                                                
46 Sigüenza willed the collection to the Jesuit Colegio de San Pedro y San Pablo, and it was here that 
the Italian traveler and collector Boturini copied them for his “Museo” before Spanish authorities 
arrested him and confiscated his collection. When the Jesuits were expelled from Mexico the 
collection was transferred to the University of Mexico. Part was recalled to Spain between 1780 and 
1790, and another portion was purchased by Joseph Aubin and taken to France in 1840. Part of 
what remained was taken to Europe by  José Fernando Ramírez, and upon his death some works 
were shipped back to his family in Mexico and some were sold at public auction in London. For 
more on the fate of Sigüenza’s collection, see Schroeder, 294-95; Ernest J. Burrus, “Clavigero and 
the Lost Sigüenza y Góngora Manuscripts,” Estudios de Cultura Náhuatl 1 (1959): 59-90; Anna More, 
Baroque Sovereignty: Carlos de Siguenza Y Gongora and the Creole Archive of Colonial Mexico (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
47 The article on narrative framing in the Encyclopedia of the Novel, for instance, takes it as a given that 
“the fiction of the manuscript is a thinly veiled authenticating device, hardly effective in any sense 
other than an aesthetic one.” See Bernard Duyfhuizen, “Framing and Embedding in Narrative,” 
Encyclopedia of the Novel (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn, 1998). 
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“Townsend’s De Solís”—English translations of major histories of the Spanish conquest—as well as 
travel accounts of contemporary Mexico and several histories of chivalry and knighthood.48 
 Bird found these works at the Library Company of Philadelphia, which had a strong 
collection of works about Spanish America.49 In the late eighteenth century, John Logan had 
donated his rare foreign-language volumes to the Library Company to form the “Loganian” Library, 
which became the first major collection of Hispanic and Latin American works in the United 
States.50 In the 1835 Catalogue of the Books Belonging to the Library Company of Philadelphia, a substantial 
collection of English translations has joined this original nucleus of Spanish-language works under 
the heading the heading “History of America, (Except the United States).”51 But while the 
“Loganian Library” was “extraordinary for its day,”52 and in Bird’s own moment the Library 
Company was also an excellent resource for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English translations 
of Spanish histories, he did not have the access to rare manuscript sources or Spanish-language first 
editions that Irving had enjoyed.  
When he needed an exact transcription of a passage from Bernal Díaz de Castillo’s original 
Historia Verdadera, Bird turned to his friend Peter Frost, who wrote to an acquaintance in Boston, 
Edward Wigglesworth. Wigglesworth, “not being able to find it in town,” passed the request along 
                                                
48 “Kevar; or, the Knight of the Conquest.” Ms. n.d. Box 10, Folders 229-230, PENN-RMB. Bird’s 
papers also include bound sheaves of extensive notes from these works, which reveal that he relied 
most heavily on an eighteenth-century English translation of the Mexican Jesuit Clavigero’s Storia 
antica del Messico. Responding to eighteenth-century European historians like William Robertson, 
Clavigero valorized pre-conquest Mexican civilization and condemned the cruelty and avarice of the 
Spanish conquistadores. Bird also owned a more portable synopsis in the form of fellow 
Philadelphian Thomas F. Gordon’s History of Ancient Mexico (1832), a narrative history meant to 
make Clavigero’s history more accessible than the 1787 London edition or the 1817 Philadelphia 
edition, both of which are “in form and volume, too large for popular use, and consequently to be 
found only in our larger public libraries” (v). Thus, Bird’s main sources were English-language 
translations and a recent digest. 
49 Call numbers on Bird’s reading list match those in the 1835 Catalogue of the Library Company. 
50 Bernstein 16. 
51 Catalogue of the Books Belonging to the Library Company of Philadelphia (Philadelphia: C. Sherman & Co. 
Printers, 1835), 852. 
52 Bernstein 16. 
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to Charles Folsom at the Harvard Library, who replied with an exact transcription of the passage 
from the 1632 Madrid edition.53 Unlike Prescott and Irving, Bird had neither the means to amass a 
private collection of antiquarian works, nor the cultural capital to be invited into someone else’s. 
Would-be historians dependent on “public libraries” in other cities in this period also found them 
inadequate for research into early Spanish American history. In 1828, as he undertook a “Historical 
Notice” of Cortes for translation into Spanish, Robert C. Sands declared himself “very much 
troubled by want of books.”54  
 In this light, the found manuscript conceit of Calavar’s introduction becomes particularly 
striking. With this conceit, I want to suggest, Bird writes into being the kind of antiquarian collection 
he cannot afford while tapping into the historiographic fantasy of a direct archival transfer from 
Mexico to the United States that bypasses Europe. This fictional appropriation dramatizes the 
importance of the archive at a moment in which archives were opening in both Europe and Spanish 
America, as well as the particular allure of what were termed “Mexican Antiquities.” If Mexican 
history was the most romantic subject possible for a U.S. novelist in this moment, the Mesoamerican 
indigenous codex was the rarest and most valuable archival source imaginable. Only seven were 
known to be extant in Europe, and all were housed in repositories such as royal libraries and the 
Vatican. The Irish Lord Kingsborough had recently introduced these manuscripts to the public in 
his Antiquities of Mexico, which featured lavish hand-colored engravings of all the known codices in 
eight enormous “imperial folio” volumes. “In its magnificence,” the project “recall[ed] to mind the 
                                                
53 Charles Folsom to Edward Wigglesworth, 18 Feb. 1835, Cambridge; Edward Wigglesworth to 
Peter Frost, 19 Feb. 1835, Boston, Box 22 Folder 289, PENN-RMB. Interestingly, the 1837 catalog 
of the “Loganian Library” includes a 1632 edition of Bernal Díaz, so it must have been acquired 
after Bird sought it out. 
54 He eventually found “a choice collection of original Spanish authorities” at the New-York 
Historical Society. Sand’s historical sketch was translated by Manuel Dominguez and included in a 
Spanish-language edition of Cortes’ Letters published by the New York firm White, Gallaher and 
White for distribution in Mexico, Spanish America, and the Spanish West Indies. The original 
English manuscript was published posthumously in 1834 in a collection of his prose and verse. See 
The Writings of Robert C. Sands, in Prose and Verse; with a Memoir of the Author, I: 18-20. 
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patronage of crowned heads”—but ultimately proved to be as ruinous as it was ambitious when 
Kingsborough ran out of money and died in debtor’s prison.  
 The publication of Kingsborough’s volumes spurred interest in the possibility of discovering 
additional Mesoamerican codices, which led to speculation in the Anglophone periodical press. An 
1829 review article in the American Monthly Magazine ventures that the lost codices in the Sigüenza 
collection “are probably, still preserved in some library in Italy or Spain, and may be given to the 
public, through the laborious curiosity of the antiquarian,” adding that “there is, at present, a 
particular taste for such researches.”55 Thus, the codices revealed by the fictional Ixtlilxochitl suggest 
a real provenance. But rather than locating them in Europe, Bird takes a cue from a recently-
published History of Ancient Mexico to suggest that rare codices may still be extant in present-day 
Mexico “in the hands of the Indians.” Its author, Thomas Gordon, speculates that if a traveller 
fluent in indigenous languages “could obtain the confidence of the natives,” he “might still collect, 
three centuries after the conquest, and a hundred and twenty years after the visit of Boturini, a 
considerable number of historical Mexican paintings.”56 
 Through its fictionalized archival transfer, Calavar’s introduction makes visible the fact that 
claiming history depended on claiming sources in this moment. It insists on the materiality of 
hemispheric history, and dramatizes the process by which indigenous codices are “translated,” not 
only linguistically but also materially and generically, into an Anglophone historical romance. 
Richard Maxwell has argued that the found manuscript conceit of Cervantes’ Don Quixote brings into 
focus the “material dimension” of the singular handwritten manuscript that is transformed into the 
typeset, mass-produced book.57 Calavar’s introduction also highlights the material transformations 
                                                
55 “Aborigines of America. No. 1.,” American Monthly Magazine 1.1 (1 April 1829): 41-52, 42-3. 
56 Gordon II: 22. 
57 Richard Maxwell, “Found Manuscripts, Strange Histories, Meta-Novels,” Franco Moretti, ed., Il 
Romanzo/Temi, luoghi, eroi (Turin: Einaudi, 2003): 237-61, 243. 
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involved as the found manuscript is given a “new coat” and turned into marketable romance by the 
U.S. translator/editor.  
 Bird’s fictional conceit renders the materiality of the curate’s manuscripts in unusual, indeed 
lavish, detail that approaches a kind of ekphrasis. When the traveler first meets the curate, he is 
carrying what “seemed to the unpractised eye” to be “a bundle of books, a cluster of veritable 
quartos, so antique and worn, that the string knotted round each, seemed necessary to keep together 
its dilapidated pages” (I: ix). But he soon discovers that the manuscripts are not familiar quartos; 
instead, each unfolds like a map to reveal a “huge sheet of maguey paper, emblazoned in gaudy 
colours with all kinds of inexplicable devices” (I: xviii): 
Each volume, as has been hinted, consisted of a single great sheet, folded up in the manner 
of a pocket map; both sides were very carefully written over, the paragraphs clustered in 
masses or pages, but without numbers; and, but for the occurrence, here and there, of pages 
of hideous hieroglyphics, such as were never seen in a Christian book, the whole did not 
seem unlike to a printed sheet, before it is carried to the binder (I: xxiv).58 
 The curate explains that while the hybrid codices are “done up after the true manner of 
ancient Mexican books” and contain “Mexican characters,” they are mostly composed in “very 
choice Spanish.”59 The format serves to disguise and therefore protect the history from destruction 
                                                
58 Bird’s description of the codex is based on Gordon’s discussion of Aztec “hieroglyphic writing” in 
his History of Ancient Mexico. Gordon explains that the Aztec codices are “folded in a zig-zag form, 
somewhat after the mode now used for putting up maps. Two tablets of light wood were pasted at 
the ends, one at the top and the other at the bottom, which gave the volume a strong resemblance to 
our bound books. But on opening the Mexican manuscripts, as we do our books, we see only half 
the characters at the same time, being those painted on the same side of the skin or paper” (II: 13). 
However, while the actual Mexica codices folded accordion-style, Bird makes them Western-style 
imposed printer’s sheets. 
59 Nahuatl texts, called amoxtli, were made of bark paper, folded accordion-style, and written in red 
and black ink. However, many, if not most, amoxtli were burned by the Spanish to stamp out 
idolatry, and most extant texts written in Mesoamerican pictoglyphic script were created post-
contact. These are referred to as codices rather than amoxtli, and are generally written on European 
paper, bound like books, and feature both pictographs and alphabetic script. The foundational work 
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if the volumes fall into the wrong hands (I: xviii). Because a previous version of his history had been 
burned by the Viceroy, the curate had “hit upon the device of so scattering and confusing the pages, 
that it was next to impossible that any one, after reading the first, should discover the clue to the 
second” (I: xxiv). The traveller is unable to decipher the manuscript until, back in the United States, 
he comes across the curate’s obituary in a “Mexican Gazette.” It explains that “the pages are 
arranged like those in the form of the printer,” and must be “cut by a knife without unfolding” like a 
newly-bound book. When he does so, the traveller beholds “the chaos of history reduced to order” 
(I: xxv). While the codices are initially inert and illegible artifacts, fit only to be deposited in a U.S. 
museum to pass as the “commonplace-book of Montezuma,” solving the “riddle” (xxiv) of their 
format reveals them to contain legible history by a sane historian. The key to cracking the code is 
familiar knowledge; the Aztec hieroglyphics are mere decoy and do not need to be deciphered, 
because they are already translated and digested into Spanish. The ease with which the codex 
resolves into a familiar printer’s sheet suggests that it has always been destined for the press, 
naturalizing U.S. ownership of this history.  
 The introduction dramatizes the process of translation by which the manuscript source is 
made into a historical romance that will appeal to the Anglophone literary marketplace. While the 
volumes cover the entire span of Mexican history, the traveler selects the period of the Conquest to 
translate and publish, presumably one of the few sections focused on European actors, deeming it 
the one that “would possess the most interest for the world” (I: xxvi). The curate “freely make[s] 
over” to the traveller the “profits which may accrue” (I: xix) from the publication of his work, and in 
                                                                                                                                                       
on Mesoamerican and Andean indigenous literacies is Elizabeth Hill Boone and Walter Mignolo, 
eds., Writing without Words: Alternative Literacies in Mesoamerica and the Andes (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1994). An excellent recent collection on indigenous literacies that seeks to bridge the scholarly 
divide between the English and Spanish colonial contexts is Matt Cohen and Jeffrey Glover, Colonial 
Mediascapes Sensory Worlds of the Early Americas (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014). It takes 
up “media” as an organizing rubric that replaces the more limited “writing.” For a recent overview 
of indigenous literacies in the colonial Americas, see Hilary E. Wyss, “Indigenous Literacies: New 
England and New Spain,” A Companion to the Literatures of Colonial America. 
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fulfilling his request “to do the tailor's office, and make my work a new coat” (I: xx), the traveller-
turned-editor “expung[es] as much of the philosophy as he could” (I: xxvii) and gives the curate’s 
Historia Verdadera a new title, Calavar, to cast it as romance. He justifies this misleading “empiricism 
in nomenclature”60 by pointing to “the peculiar appetites of the literary community, the result of 
intellectual dyspepsia”: “The world likes romance better than truth, as the booksellers can testify” (I: 
xxviii). In this playfully ironic yet telling formulation, history is repackaged as romance to improve 
marketability. Thus, the dramatization of the transition from archive to marketplace reveals how 
much a work’s “coat” matters in this moment. 
Ocean Chivalry and the “Moral Epidemic” of Conquest 
 In his turn to novel-writing Bird capitalized on two trends: the popularity of the Scott-style 
historical romance and a growing U.S. interest in Spanish American history.61 Sir Walter Scott was in 
this moment the best-selling novelist in the U.S., and Cooper, dubbed “the American Scott” for his 
adaptations of the historical romance genre, had inspired his own school of imitators.62 Writing 
immediately in the wake of Scott’s death in 1832, it is clear that Bird aspired to both the literary and 
                                                
60 Bird, who was trained as a doctor, is here using “empiricism” in its medical sense to mean 
“quackery.” According to the OED, from the seventeenth until well into the nineteenth century, 
“empiricism” could be defined as: “1. Med. Practice founded upon experiment and observation; 
ignorant and unscientific practice; quackery.” 
61 Like Irving and Cooper, Bird was affiliated with Philadelphia’s Carey & Lea, which in the 1830s 
was a major player in the Scott reprint market and the preeminent publisher of both U.S.-authored 
fiction and Hispanophile works such as Spanish American travel accounts. See Chavrat, Literary 
Publishing in America, 79. For more on Carey & Lea’s Hispanophile works, see Harry Bernstein, 
Making an Inter-American Mind (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1961), 38-43. 
62 The publication of Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley; or, ’Tis Sixty Years Since in 1814 inaugurated the 
hybrid genre of the historical romance, which legitimated fiction by expanding its scope to focus not 
just on the fate of an individual but also the fate of the entire nation. The 1821 publication of James 
Fenimore Cooper’s The Spy marked the beginning of this tradition in the United States. For Scott’s 
influence on Cooper and other U.S. authors writing in the historical romance genre, see Dekker, 3, 
61-72. For Scott’s success in the U.S. book trade, see James N. Green, “The Rise of Book 
Publishing,” An Extensive Republic: Print, Culture, and Society in the New Nation, 1790-1840, ed. Robert 
A. Gross and Mary Kelley, A History of the Book in America vol. 2 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2010): 75-127, 107-109.  
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financial rewards that developing his model in an American vein seemed to promise.63 Meanwhile, 
the 1828 publication of Washington Irving’s Romantic biography of Columbus had galvanized 
public interest in Spanish history during the age of New World discovery, and Irving likewise 
demonstrated the romantic potential of Spain’s Moorish past with his Chronicles of the Conquest of 
Granada, published in 1829, and Tales of the Alhambra, published in 1832. But the “conquest” of 
Mexico, which Bird called “the most romantic and poetical chapter in the history of the New 
World” in a preface to a later edition of Calavar, was still a largely empty field for a U.S. author.64 
Irving had inaugurated the possibility of hemispheric subjects for national literary productions, then, 
and Bird takes this up by putting Spanish American history into Scott’s historical romance form.  
 In Bird’s moment, largely due to the influence of Irving, American literature was defined 
hemispherically. In an 1834 American Quarterly Review essay on the posthumously published writings 
of Robert C. Sands, the reviewer notes that, with a single exception, his works “are all upon subjects 
connected with America,” which Sands had defined hemispherically as “any thing from Greenland 
to Cape Horn.” Bird’s lists of planned novels reveals a similar understanding of the scope of 
American “subjects,” ranging from Mexico to Peru to the Caribbean and the Western territories. 
The conception of a hemispheric scope from which the U.S. is free to borrow for its national 
literature is embraced in the literary arena because of the lament that there are no proper subjects in 
U.S. history to draw from that could compete with the scenes of European literature. In an undated 
note on American authorship preserved in his papers, Bird reflects on the difficulties facing a U.S. 
author attempting to heed the call for a national literature: “The American novelist labours under 
very great disadvantages. A history short, meager & monotonous; a people without romance; a land 
without traditions or antique associations – these are the materials of which he must attempt to form 
                                                
63 His working papers are full of references to Scott, and on an undated scrap preserved in his papers 
Bird tallied sales figures and profit margins for several of Scott’s historical romances. “Scott 
received,” Ms., n.d., Box 22, Folder 287, PENN-RMB. 
64 Bird 1847, I: i. 
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interesting pictures.” Having concluded that an American romance is a contradiction in terms, Bird 
ends his reflection with a question: “Where shall the American novelist look for his hero?”65  
 The opening pages of a December 1, 1834 review essay of Calavar published in the American 
Quarterly Review echo Bird’s musings on the proper field for the American novelist, reiterating the 
unsuitability of U.S. history before fleshing out an alternative that reads like an answer to Bird’s 
rhetorical question.66 It opens by invoking “the audacity of Columbus” and asserting that the 
mariner’s impulse for exploration was “of a piece with that of the great leaders of literature,” who 
“plunged into the ocean of mind, and discovered its hidden isles and continents”: “In both cases, a 
world was revealed, to be explored and overrun by future adventurers.” But the era of Columbus 
and Shakespeare has passed, the review continues, and “we have approached the end of discovery, 
geographical and mental.” Historical romancers now “seek for novelty, not so much in manner and 
subject as in the field of authorship,” jumping at “the few spots on the earth’s surface, left 
untrodden.” Novels have traded the “baronial castles and palaces of Europe” for the “sands and 
mountains of Asia,” lured by the exoticism of “Dervishes” and “Persian harems.” But these novel 
“mines” too will soon be “worked out.” However, the reviewer declares, “Our hemisphere, as a field 
of romance, has not been yet overtrodden.”67  
 In this context, Mexican history becomes a new “field” for the U.S. writer to discover and 
occupy. U.S. novelists have heretofore confined themselves “almost solely to the latitude of the 
                                                
65 “The American novelist,” Ms. n.d., Box 22, Folder 288, PENN-RMB. 
66 Undoubtedly the most thorough and scholarly review of Calavar, it was almost certainly written by 
Bird himself. Scott and Irving had both been known to review their own works in the literary organs 
of their publishers, and the American Quarterly Review was owned by Bird’s publishers Carey & Lea. 
Bird’s papers include two paper-bound copies of the review essay, one with a penciled correction. 
Most tellingly, the review essay introduces and explicates the passage in Bernal Diaz del Castillo that 
became the seed of Bird’s sequel, The Infidel. The opening pages of the review read like a manifesto 
justifying U.S. fiction about Spanish American history and, regardless of authorship, provide a 
particularly comprehensive account of why a U.S. author might look to the period of New World 
discovery and conquest for his setting. 
67 “ART. XIII.--Calavar; Or, the Knight of the Conquest: A Romance of Mexico,” American Quarterly 
Review 16.32 (Dec. 1834): 375–401, 375-76. Hereafter cited parenthetically. 
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States—the portion representing, in all respects, the fewest, and least promising peculiarities”: The 
“wars of plain puritans with even plainer barbarians” lack novelty, while the Revolution is “too 
recent” to have acquired “an atmosphere of poetry”; meanwhile, the “fall of the Indian,” though 
“interesting,” is merely “the repetition of a sigh—melancholy and monotonous.” By contrast, the 
review continues, the “lands of the South” compare favorably to Europe as “the climes of the 
Occidental Crusades,” and the author marvels that “the richest field of romance in the western 
hemisphere, and the period most admirably suited to the purposes of the novelist, the period, 
namely, of discovery and conquest, have been hitherto almost entirely neglected” (376-77).  
 Bird’s ambition can be encapsulated in the phrase “Occidental Crusades”; he is committed 
to drawing from the history of what the review terms “our hemisphere,” but the advantage of the 
Spanish conquest is that it maintains significant ties to Old World chivalry, offering what seemed in 
1834 to be the best opportunity to become an American Scott.68 In Companions of Columbus, first 
published in 1831, Irving coined the term “ocean chivalry” to describe the hidalgos who “followed 
the footsteps of Columbus.”69 Irving explains that after the reconquista, “a culture of born soldiers . . . 
panted for some new field of romantic enterprise,” which they found in the voyages to the New 
World that followed Columbus’ “discovery.” Thus, in the wake of 1492, chivalry “left the land and 
launched upon the deep” (102). Irving notes that the history of these explorers “rival the exploits 
recorded in chivalric romance” and “have the additional interest of verity” (5). For Bird, the “ocean 
chivalry” of the discovery and conquest of the New World is self-evidently the most romantic and 
                                                
68 Johannsen makes a very similar observation, noting that U.S. “romantic interest” in Mexico can be 
attributed to the fact that it “still exhibit[ed] vestiges of that chivalric past Sir Walter Scott described 
so dramatically,” and its “ancient civilization” offered Americans “an antiquity of their own.” In 
short, Mexico was “the closest Americans could come to the Old World without leaving American 
shores.” See Johannsen, To The Halls of the Montezumas, 179. Scott published a series of “Chronicles 
of the Crusades,” and a “cult of chivalry” developed in both Britain and the United States. For more 
on the nineteenth-century embrace of chivalry in the U.S., see Fraser, America and the Patterns of 
Chivalry. 
69 Simms and Prescott would later take up the phrase “ocean chivalry” as an apt moniker for the 
Spanish conquistadores. 
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therefore the best subject for a U.S. novelist attempting to enter a literary marketplace still defined 
by Scott’s success. Bird went to considerable trouble to fit a chivalric knight of Rhodes into Calavar’s 
fictional romance plot, committing, as the review notes, the “anachronism” of placing the siege of 
Rhodes before the conquest (393) to give the titular character Calavar a motive for crossing the 
ocean. In incorporating the knights of Rhodes, Bird literalizes the “ocean chivalry” that Irving had 
popularized. However, through the romance plot Calavar ultimately debunks chivalric values and 
declares the conquest to be a “moral epidemic.”  
 Calavar takes as its scope the first half of the Spanish conquest of Mexico, following Cortés’ 
campaign through the retreat of the Spanish from Tenochtitlan during the noche triste. The Infidel, a 
sequel of sorts published the following year, takes up where Calavar left off: it narrates Cortés’ siege 
of Mexico and ends with the fall of Tenochtitlan. While linked through their historical settings, each 
novel features a different cast of fictionalized characters in its romance plot and a different narrative 
mode.  
 Calavar’s titular character is Don Gabriel de Calavar, a Knight of Rhodes and a veteran of 
Spain’s Reconquista, but its hero is Calavar’s young kinsman Don Amador de Leste, a Spanish 
knight-in-training. These chivalric knights, fresh from a literal crusade, arrive in the New World 
through a series of accidents. After the fall of Rhodes, Amador returns to Spain to recruit followers 
for a new crusade in Africa and falls in love with Leila, a beautiful Christianized Moorish woman. 
Temporarily distracted from his duty, Amador discovers that quixotic Calavar—whose erratic and 
sometimes “mad” behavior is caused by his lasting grief over the events of the fall of Granada, 
during which he befriended a noble Moorish enemy, fell in love with a beautiful Moorish woman, 
and killed them both in a jealous rage when he discovered they were married—has struck out for the 
New World to subdue infidels under Cortés. As his kinsman, Amador must follow him, and the 
story opens with Amador’s first glimpse of the Mexican mainland from sea. Once reunited, he and 
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Calavar accompany Cortés in the march to Tenochtitlan and fight alongside him. Along the way, 
they take under their protection two Moors enslaved by the Spanish, Abdalla and his young son 
Jacinto. Abdalla later defects to the Aztec side because of his burning desire for vengeance for the 
Moorish defeat at Granada, and he and his son are finally revealed to be none other than Allharef-
ben-Ismail, the nobleman Calavar thought he had killed, and his cross-dressed daughter 
Leila/Zayda, who also happens to be Amador’s lost love. At the close of the narrative, Calavar and 
Abdalla both die on the battlefield, but not before resolving their old feud and giving their blessings 
to Amador and Leila. The couple returns to Spain to live out a peaceful, idyllic life, leaving Cortés to 
mount his final assault on Tenochtitlan. 
 This fictional romance plot is cast as a secret history of obscure “neglected conquerors” (II: 
243). The ostensible U.S. editor of the found manuscripts that become Calavar finds that the 
curate’s “true history” corresponds “precisely with the narratives of the most esteemed writers” with 
the sole exception of the “characters of certain worthy cavaliers, of whom he had never heard,” and 
which the original author “had introduced . . . upon authority which his editor could not discover” 
(I: 32). True to historical romance conventions popularized by Scott, Bird’s fictional romance 
characters are revealed to have played key roles in historical events: Amador becomes the hero of 
the noche triste when Cortés abandons his footsoldiers on the causeway of Tenochtitlan, and Calavar’s 
sudden appearance becomes the reason for the unlikely victory of the vastly outnumbered Spaniards 
at Otumba. And when Amador prepares to leave for Spain at the story’s close, Cortés entrusts him 
with his second dispatch to the King, which will become one of the famed “cartas de relación.”  
However, despite the fact that fiction is seamlessly integrated into history, the romance plot 
ultimately does not provide closure for the history plot. While the marriage of Amador and Leila 
resolves the Old World conflict between the Spaniards and Moors, their return to Spain leaves 
Mexico without a foundational couple to redeem the conquest.  
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 Instead, it is the frame story of the introduction that both raises the question of the 
conquest’s meaning and holds out the possibility of redemption by positioning the U.S. as the 
“executor” of Mexican history. Bird negotiates the question of the Spanish right of possession by 
casting his narrative of the conquest as a “history of moral epidemics” meant to instruct the U.S. 
reader in preserving republican institutions at home so they can eventually be spread to the 
revolution-stricken Mexico of the contemporary moment—and thus providentially redeem New 
World history. Bird’s Old World chivalric hero Don Amador models this process of moral 
education by coming to recognize and reject the conquest as genocide rather than romantic crusade, 
and returns to Spain with his Moorish bride at the close. Thus, Bird’s fictional romance plot does 
not resolve the contradictions of history and naturalize the victory of the forces of progress through 
a marriage, as in the Scott model of historical romance; instead, it is the Monroe Doctrine-era 
paternalism of the introduction, according to which the United States inherits the hemisphere’s 
collective past while bearing responsibility for its future, that resolves the ethical question of the 
conquest.  
 Thus, the introduction offers an answer to the question of the justice of the conquest by 
framing the story that will follow as a pedagogical one. This framing is borne out in the story proper, 
which continues the work of the introduction by orienting the reader not through allegorical 
identification with the romance plot, but rather by modeling a process of moral education. After the 
frame story of the introduction, Calavar opens with a gods-eye view, adopting the perspective of the 
sun rising on a May morning in 1520 and sweeping the reader over the changes that have shaken the 
globe since the discovery of the New World. As the sun settles his gaze on Spanish fleet anchored 
off the coast of Mexico, the narrator immediately sets the tone with the declaration that, though the 
fleet might have brought “tidings of great joy, and the goodwill and grace of . . . divine faith,” it will 
instead bear “earthly passions which were to cover the land with lamentation and death” (I: 4).  
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 The curate’s message is continued in the story proper, which issues a strong condemnation 
of the Spanish conquest, portraying it as a contest between nearly-civilized indigenous Mexicans and 
conquistadores driven not by true religion but greed and superstition. The defeat of the Spanish 
during the noche triste becomes, in this vision, “the dreadful punishment of men who acknowledged 
no rights but those of power, and preferred to rob a weak and childish race with insult and murder, 
rather than to subdue them, as could have been done, by the arts of peace” (II: 240). The narrator 
attributes the fall of the Mexican empire—which, in his estimation, “was not far behind some of the 
monarchies of Europe in that method, purpose, and stability of institutions, both political and 
domestic, which are esteemed the evidences of civilization”—not simply to the venality of the 
Spanish, but to what he terms a “moral epidemic” that equally “nerved the arm of the invaders” and 
“paralyzed the strength of the invaded.” It is superstition, he argues, that “covered the Spaniard with 
armour stronger than his iron mail, and left the Mexican naked and defenceless” (I: 207-208).  
 Having laid the blame for the conquest on incorrect but deeply held culturally-biased ways of 
understanding moral truth, the narrator muses on the need for “a history of moral epidemics, drawn 
up by a philosophic pen,” which could lay bare “those points of susceptibility and chains of 
impulsion” whose spread results in “revolutions of the most stupendous nature.” He explains: 
Enthusiasm comes and goes; and because we know not enough of its weak and governable 
qualities to direct it in the paths of justice and virtue, it is allowed yet to fill the world with 
wrong and misery; and, misapplied to the purposes of glory, avarice, and fanaticism, the 
engine which God has given us to advance our civilization, is still the preserver of barbarism 
(I: 206). 
Such a work, the narrator concludes, might guide the reform efforts of philanthropists so as “to 
avoid the evils of ill-considered innovation” (I: 206). “Religion and liberty have both come to us as 
diseases,” the narrator asserts; invoking the medieval Crusades and the French Revolution as 
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examples of the excesses of each, he argues that this is why “the propagation of them throughout 
the lands of the heathen and the slave, is yet a measure of pain and peril”: “because we have not 
considered, or not yet learned, how to address ourselves to infirmity” (I: 206).  
 Thus, if the conquest is the result of the “moral epidemic” of religion inflected by chivalric 
values, Bird suggests that the “moral epidemic” of his own time is the revolutionary pursuit of 
liberty. He explicitly aligns the “propagation” of liberty with that of religion, further suggesting that 
any imperial attempt to “address ourselves” to the “infirmity” of “the lands of the heathen and the 
slave” will have results as disastrous as those of the Spanish conquest unless the U.S. can understand 
and “direct” its own “enthusiasm[s].” While this cautions against any immediate U.S. intervention in 
Spanish America in the cause of liberty, it nevertheless assumes that it is the responsibility of the 
U.S. to understand the “points of susceptibility and chains of impulsion” so that it can fulfill this 
paternalistic responsibility in the future. The invocation of these hypothetical “philanthropists” thus 
recalls the curate’s assertion that “true patriotism is philanthropy” (I: 22) and aligns with his mission: 
To call attention to the “barbarism” that still remains in the more “civilized” U.S., and thus to 
enable its civilizing mission.  
 I suggest that Bird is, through the framing and narration of his romance, casting Calavar as 
precisely this kind of “history of moral epidemics.” This kind of history can be achieved through 
fiction by means of narrative framing and readerly identification. Through the hero Amador’s 
renunciation of chivalric values and the conquest, the message of the introduction, the romance plot, 
and the history plot align. Amador undergoes a process of moral education and extricates himself 
from the moral epidemic of his own age, and his direct encounter with the conquest thus models for 
the reader the proper response to the history of moral epidemics. Initially a callow and credulous 
“neophyte” who participates to some extent in the “moral epidemics” of his age, he undergoes a 
process of moral maturation as a result of his exposure to the conquest, eventually rejecting chivalry 
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and adopting Calavar’s pacifist perspective. By the end, Amador is converted to the position of the 
narrator, Calavar, and the curate, and the novel dramatizes this process of moral education.  
 Calavar provides a moral compass within the story proper. Anachronistic even in the 
sixteenth-century setting of the novel, he presents “the appearance of a ruin majestic in decay” (I: 
173). As a clear Don Quixote figure, he represents the last gasp of a chivalry that is ultimately able to 
recognize itself as belated. Like the curate, his “madness” is largely a justified moral stance in an 
immoral cultural context; consumed by melancholy and guilt over killing his Moorish lover, his 
refrain is “Shed no blood!” (I: 189). In keeping with the narrator’s mistrust of “enthusiasm,” Calavar 
attributes his sin to the passions, which are particularly stirred by war: “War it is that rouses our 
passions; and passions have made me what I have been, and what I am” (II: 176). Refusing to fight 
against fellow Christians, he raises his sword only against the “infidels,” but admonishes Amador to 
forswear violence altogether and live a life of peace. On his deathbed, with “wisdom that comes 
from the grave,” he denounces the chivalric “delusions of glory and Christian zeal” and commands 
Amador to “think no more of war, unless to defend thy fire-side, and the altars of thy country, from 
the fury of invaders” (II: 176). Calavar’s pacifism aligns him with the narrator, who defines war as 
“the link which binds man to his original state of barbarism” (II: 71), and with the curate, who calls 
“the poetry of bloodshed and the sentiment of renown” the “first and last passion, and the true test, 
of the savage state” (I: 19).  
 As Amador matures morally, he too becomes alienated from his own improperly enthusiastic 
culture and rejects chivalric values. When he is introduced at the outset among a “motley throng” 
whose countenances, upon the first sight of the New World, display “the mingled lust of glory and 
of lucre,” the narrator tells us that he is the only “truly noble-hearted gentleman” on board (I: 63). 
Despite his honorableness, however, Amador lacks any “natural tolerance of disposition or 
education”; rather, he is “in all respects a representative of the nobler spirits of his age, in whom the 
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good qualities inherited from nature were dashed, and sometimes marred, by the tenets of a bad 
philosophy” (II: 161). “Haughty and even arrogant,” he is hot-blooded rather than diplomatic, 
always quick to take offense at any perceived slights against the honor of himself or his kinsman (I: 
87). The bookish secretary Fabueno, who becomes Amador’s “squire,” is “abashed and confounded, 
and somewhat bewildered, by the fantastic system of honor” he follows (I: 128). As Amador learns 
more about the conquest, however, his culturally-determined attitudes begin to shift. By the end of 
the story, when the honorable cavalier De Morla admits to Amador that, “for the sake of lucre, we 
have done many unjust things,” Amador comes to a realization that echoes the curate’s 
“philanthropy”: “there are more barbarians than those who worship pagan idols” (II: 224, 226).  
 Ultimately, Amador shifts his allegiance from Cortés to Calavar and demonstrates his moral 
maturity by withdrawing from the conquest. And he not only renounces the degraded chivalry of the 
conquistadores, but also realizes that his own brand of martial chivalry is misguided and adopts 
Calavar’s pacifism. In the concluding chapter, set in the “domestic paradise” of Amador’s estate in 
Spain, the events in Mexico recede into the distant past. Now “relieved of the love of war,” 
Amador’s days as a conquistador seem to him a “foolish dream”: “There is a rapture in this quiet 
nook,” he concludes, “a happiness in this prospect of loveliness and content, entirely beyond any 
pleasure which I ever experienced in my days of tumult and fame” (II: 288).  
 However, just as the narrative definitively rejects a chivalric framework, the tension between 
history and romance reappears with the introduction of a second frame narrative that mirrors that of 
the introduction. With the unexpected arrival of his “squire” Fabueno, who lost the use of his arms 
in his escape from Mexico but “still has strength to wield a pen,” Amador becomes a stand-in for 
the reader as, no longer an actor in the historical narrative, he asks the author-figure Fabueno to give 
him an account of the fall of Mexico. First “congratulating” Fabueno on his newfound pacifism, in 
the very next breath he incongruously asks to hear about the “circumstances of marvel and renown, 
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of romance and chivalry” that “distinguished the last days of Tenochtitlan” (II: 296). After 
denouncing the conquest, how can the novel’s last word again assert the romance of the catastrophic 
fall of the Mexican empire? The answer becomes clear when we consider that the fall of 
Tenochtitlan is the subject of Bird’s follow-up work The Infidel, published the following year. Having 
cast the conquest as a “moral epidemic” in Calavar, Bird must once again assert its romance and 
chivalry to pave the way for his sequel in a marketplace that “likes romance better than truth, as the 




William Hickling Prescott, José Fernando Ramírez, and the Archival Conquest of Mexico 
In his History of the Conquest of Mexico (1843), William Hickling Prescott had the means to 
make Bird’s fantasy of hemispheric archival transfer a reality, but he was dismissive of treating 
Mesoamerican codices as historical evidence and uninterested in what he called the “misty Aztec 
past.” Instead, he amassed a private archive of manuscript sources copied from repositories in Spain 
and Europe. While Prescott narrates the conquest as a “romance of chivalry,” the copious footnotes 
that close each page materialize his impressive collection of sources, perform his erudition, and 
legitimate his history. Edward Maturin attempted to borrow this historical authority by dedicating 
his sensational popular romance Montezuma; The Last of the Aztecs (1845) to Prescott and dotting his 
work with notes that cited the historian’s own citations.  
 The Mexican scholar José Fernando Ramírez also responded to Prescott’s footnotes in 
“Notas y Esclarecimientos,” a 124-page supplement to a Spanish translation of Prescott’s work 
published in Mexico between 1844-46, which refutes the errors in interpretation that Ramírez 
attributed to Prescott’s “instinctive race prejudice” and defends indigenous modes of inscription as 
reliable historical evidence. It does so by turning Prescott’s footnotes against him, adumbrating 
sources Prescott neglects and demonstrating that a particularly dismissive comment about 
pictoglyphic writing is based on faulty Spanish comprehension of the passage cited to support it. 
Suggesting that a complete history of Mexico can only be written by a Mexican with both Spanish 
and indigenous blood, Ramírez implored his countrymen to build the archival foundation for such a 
history by locating and preserving sources in indigenous languages and scripts.  
Prescott’s Private Archive 
 In the late 1820s, just as Irving’s Columbus was being published, William Hickling Prescott 
was preparing to begin work on his first book, a history of Ferdinand and Isabella. He wrote 
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Alexander Hale Everett in Madrid to inquire about sources, and Everett referred him to Obadiah 
Rich, to whom Prescott complained, in 1828, that “it falls somewhat heavy upon a writer here, that 
he must make a collection for himself of such works as in other countries are prepared for him in 
the public libraries.”1 Although Prescott never visited Spain, he had the financial and social capital to 
have the archive brought to him. And the following decade, when he and Irving found that, 
unbeknownst to each other, they had both been working on histories of the conquest of Mexico, it 
would be Prescott’s impressive private archive that compelled Irving to yield the field.  
 Influenced by the school of German philological criticism led by Leopold von Ranke, 
Prescott saw manuscript sources as “the only staple for the historic web—at least the only one to 
make the stuff that will stand the wear & tear of old father Time.”2 He secured permission from 
Navarrete to have copies made of manuscripts owned by Spain’s Royal Academy of History, which 
held Muñoz’s manuscript collection as well as that of former Academy President Don Vargas Ponce, 
and Navarrete also offered access to his own personal collection.3 Meanwhile, Prescott paid the 
German scholar Friedrich Wilhelm Lembke to oversee the work of four copyists who made 
transcriptions from Spain’s state archives. The Spaniard Pascual de Gayangos became Prescott’s 
“most indispensable aide,” visiting archives not only in Spain, but also on the continent and in 
England.4 In Mexico, Prescott was aided by Ángel Calderón de la Barca, Spain’s first minister to 
                                                
1 WHP to Rich, January 1828, qtd. in Paul Norman Tucker, “Obadiah Rich, 1783-1850: Early 
American Hispanist,” Ph.D. Diss. (Harvard University, 1973), 55. 
2 14 Sept. 1839, The Literary Memoranda of William Hickling Prescott, ed. C. Harvey Gardiner (Norman  : 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1961) II: 44. Hereafter cited parenthetically as LM. 
3 Paul Norman Tucker suggests that Spanish scholars like Navarrete and Uguina helped Irving and 
Prescott partially because it was more difficult for them to write and publish interpretive history. A 
political climate marked by “rapidly changing and divergent government officials” made it risky for 
Spaniards to publicly “draw conclusions about their own history.” By granting U.S. historians access 
to their sources, they hoped to ensure that accurate, archivally-based histories would be written. See 
Tucker, 101-2. 
4 Gayangos copied manuscript material at the British Museum and the private library of Sir Thomas 
Phillips, as well as repositories in France and the Escorial and Simancas in Spain. He initially refused 
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Mexico, as well as the conservative Mexican statesman Lucas Alamán, who later composed notes for 
one of the Spanish editions of Prescott’s history. From this legion of helpers, Prescott eventually 
received, as he noted in his introduction to History of the Conquest of Mexico (1843), “a mass of 
unpublished documents, relating to the Conquest and Settlement of Mexico and Peru, comprising 
altogether about eight thousand folio pages” and consisting of “instructions of the Court, military 
and private journals, correspondence of the great actors in the scenes, legal instruments, 
contemporary chronicles, and the like, drawn from all the principal places in the extensive colonial 
empire of Spain, as well as from the public archives in the Peninsula.”5 The core of Prescott’s library 
was this working collection of archival transcriptions, although Prescott also accumulated an 
extensive collection of printed sources, including Edward King, Lord Kingsborough’s three-volume 
Antiquities of Mexico. 
 Prescott greeted the initial shipment of copies from the Royal Academy of History with 
satisfaction that “such materials” were now “in my possession or power” (LM II: 13-14).6 In an era 
that saw the rise of archival research as practiced by Ranke, this private archive constituted a 
competitive advantage as historians rushed to secure newly available sources and stake their claims 
to particular histories. Prescott was accordingly dismayed to realize that, despite his connections and 
resources, some materials in the hands of private collectors were out of his reach. The Frenchman 
Henri Ternaux-Compans had acquired a collection of transcriptions originally made for the Spanish 
                                                                                                                                                       
payment, but later accepted compensation for copying expenses. See C. Harvey Gardiner, 
“Prescott’s Most Indispensable Aide: Pascual de Gayangos,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 
39.1 (1 Feb. 1959): 81–115. 
5 William Hickling Prescott, The History of the Conquest of Mexico [1843] (New York: Modern Library, 
2001), 4. 
6 This sense of mastery over the archive now in his power had a gendered, sexualized tinge, revealed 
in the comment that “My Mexican & Peruvian MSS. beautifully bound make a cheering appearance 
on my shelves—the flower of my seraglio” (LM II:48). Bonnie Smith has demonstrated the 
pervasive gendering of nineteenth-century archival research, such that Ranke and other “scientific” 
historians routinely figured the archive as a damsel to be rescued or ravished. See Smith, “Gender 
and the Practices of Scientific History: The Seminar and Archival Research in the Nineteenth 
Century,” American Historical Review 100.4 (Oct. 1995): 1150–76. 
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historian Muñoz and had embarked on the project of translating and printing them. Prescott wrote 
Terneaux in 1839 with a request: “if you have any other manuscripts which you have no intention to 
translate and print (in which case I do not desire it), would it be too great a favor to ask your 
permission to have them transcribed for my use?”7 Prescott was relieved to hear that “luckily he 
does not print the originals.”8 Since Terneaux’s translations could “never of course have the 
authority of the originals,” they would not “impair the value of my collection.”9 Nevertheless, “by 
laying their contents open to the public [Terneaux] furnishes the means for others who may be 
disposed to strike into this track.” The only solution is to beat any competitors to press: “So I must 
whip up my Muse” (143).10 Later, while writing his history of Charles V, Prescott had similar 
concerns about the French scholar and archivist Francois Mignet, who declined to allow 
transcriptions of his collection to be made before he had used it to write his own history. Prescott 
admitted that he probably would have done the same in Mignet’s place: “such manuscripts are a 
writer’s literary capital, and it is expecting too much that it can be surrendered before it has been 
explored and used by the owner.”11 Or, more to the point, “no man likes to encourage poachers on 
his own preserves.”12 Just as with the logic of discovery, the first work making use of these unknown 
sources would receive credit for “discovering” them. And this credit, of course, was not only a 
matter of scholarly prestige; it was also a matter, literally, of property rights. The ideal of Romantic 
authorship that privileged original genius arose, historians of the book have shown, in tandem with 
the emergence of professional authorship as a way to claim literary property through copyright. And 
                                                
7 Tucker 138-40. 
8 WHP to Middleton, 15 July 1839, in The Correspondence of William Hickling Prescott, 1833-1847, ed. 
Roger Wolcott (Cambridge: Riverside Press for the Massachusetts Historical Society, 1925), 82-3. 
Hereafter cited as Wolcott. 
9 WHP to Lembke, 19 Nov. 1839, Wolcott 101-02 
10 Prescott to Middleton, 15 July 1839, Wolcott 82-3. 
11 WHP to George Sumner, 14 Aug. 1845., qtd. in Iván Jaksic, The Hispanic World and American 
Intellectual Life, 1820-1880 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 179. 
12 WHP to Gayangos, 15 Dec. 1845, Ibid. 
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for Romantic historians like Prescott, originality consisted not only in narrative, but also in citation, 
which proved that the work was not derivative.13   
 In a telling exchange of letters with Washington Irving—who had also begun working on a 
history of the Conquest of Mexico but ceded it to Prescott when informed by a mutual acquaintance 
that he had “undertaken the same enterprise”—Prescott stakes a claim to this history on the basis of 
his possession of a collection from which to build it. He stresses the financial investment that 
enabled his ownership, explaining that, “determined to spare no pains or expense in collecting 
materials,” he has already “remitted three hundred pounds to Madrid for the purchase and copying 
of books and manuscripts,” and has ordered Lord Kingsborough’s terrifically expensive nine-
volume work as well as other materials from London.14 In his reply, Irving “at once yield[s] up the 
thing” to Prescott, explaining that he had “felt more and more doubtful whether I should be able to 
treat it conscientiously, — that is to say, with the extensive research and thorough investigation which it 
merited.” Unspoken but implicit here is the admission that Prescott’s ownership of the materials 
guarantees that his history will be more “conscientious” than that of any rival; his financial 
investment in sources to which only he has access thus entitles him to write this history. Irving 
admits that “however well executed in point of literary merit,” a history not grounded in extensive 
archival research “would be liable to be subverted and superseded by subsequent works, grounded 
on those documentary evidences.”15  
                                                
13 See Eileen Ka-May Cheng, The Plain and Noble Garb of Truth: Nationalism and Impartiality in American 
Historical Writing, 1784-1860 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 120-28. As Anthony 
Grafton notes, the paradox of modern citation is that it asks the writer to prove “both that each 
sentence is original and that it has a source.” See Grafton, The Footnote: A Curious History (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1999), 143. 
14 WHP to Irving, Boston, 31 Dec. 1838, in George Ticknor, Life of William Hickling Prescott 
(Philadelphia  : Lippincott, 1863), 157-8. 
15 WI to Prescott, New York, 18 Jan. 1839, Ticknor 159. 
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 Prescott was not averse to trading on the extrinsic value of his manuscripts through 
performative citation. “Nothing gives an air of authenticity & authority like a reference to MS.,” he 
noted to himself, “[y]et the best MSS.—did the world but know it—usually find their way to the 
press” (LM II: 124-5). While appearance is not reality, Prescott is well aware of the trappings of 
scholarship and not unwilling to take advantage of them. In the process of writing his History, 
Prescott reminded himself to “[c]ontrive to bring in MS. authorities when I can, as I would have the 
narrative show its MS. foundations, which it has good right to.” The same memorandum reveals 
Prescott thinking of references not so much as arising organically from the text itself, as inserted to 
fulfill the formal conventions of history as a genre. He writes that references “need not be studiously 
multiplied. Four or five every three or four pages, and an incidental one for any important or 
startling, or dubious assertion or fact,—quite enough” (LM II: 71). 
 Hubert Howe Bancroft would much later note the ostentatious quality of Prescott’s citation 
in Bancroft’s own History of Mexico, published in 1883. “Though remarkably fair and judicious in the 
main,” he wrote, “Mr Prescott's partiality for a certain class of his material is evident”:  
To the copies from the Spanish archives, most of which have been since published with 
hundreds of others equally or more valuable, he seemed to attach an importance 
proportionate to their cost. Thus, throughout his entire work, these papers are paraded to 
the exclusion of the more reliable, but more accessible, standard authorities.16 
Bancroft, presumably himself no stranger to the habit of prizing a collection on the basis of its cost, 
here identifies the performative and self-aggrandizing tenor of Prescott’s notes, which “parade” rare 
sources for the sake of their rareness. He puts his finger on the growing tension in this period of 
bibliomania and collection building between conceiving of the book as a material object with 
monetary value, or a text with scholarly value.  
                                                
16 Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Mexico vol. 1, in Works vol. 9 (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft & 
Co., 1883), 7, n5. 
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 But in Prescott’s own moment, the footnotes in which he flaunted his access to rare 
manuscript sources had the intended effect of impressing his readers and lending authority to his 
narrative. The North American Review remarked at length on the “copious array of notes” appended to 
Prescott’s text, as well as the impressive collection they referenced. By virtue of this collection, the 
reviewer writes, Prescott possesses “facilities and advantages such as no other person now living has 
at command.” In light of these “advantages,” it is “a bold man who will undertake to deny 
[Prescott’s] facts or controvert his conclusions, and even to pronounce upon their correctness 
involves some spice of assurance.”17 Left unsaid here is that even if a U.S. reader had wished to 
check Prescott’s facts, he would have had to travel to Europe or request permission to use Prescott’s 
own library.  
 I want to suggest that we can understand Prescott’s footnotes as in a sense materializing the 
private archive he had amassed. Anthony Grafton has shown that for eighteenth-century historians 
such as Edward Gibbon, one of Prescott’s main influences, footnotes and the rest of the scholarly 
apparatus “proved that they had used their private libraries well.”18 When Gibbon’s citational 
practice was attacked as deliberate “misrepresentation,” his first move in defending himself was to 
invoke his library. Casting his challenger’s fixation on “petty details” as a mark of “social inferiority,” 
Grafton tells us, Gibbon invited him to call at his house “any afternoon when I am not at home”: 
“[M]y servant shall shew him my library, which he will find tolerably well furnished with the useful 
authors, ancient as well as modern, ecclesiastical as well as profane, who have directly supplied me 
with the materials of my History.”19 Obvious class snubbing aside, what is striking here is Gibbon’s 
conflation of his library and his footnotes, as if his possession of one were a guarantee of the other. 
While Grafton does not pause to comment on the material resonances of this particular anecdote, 
                                                
17 “Prescott’s History of the Conquest of Mexico,” The North American Review 58.1 (1844): 157-211, 
178. Hereafter NAR. 
18 Grafton 226. 
19 Ibid., 100. 
 104 
he elsewhere suggests that Ranke’s personal collection was “the material embodiment of his 
erudition” and furthermore that he “made his book into a sort of archive” that allowed the reader to 
“share something of the impact of his own direct encounter with the sources.”20 
 We can trace this understanding of the link between bibliographic citation and the library or 
collection to which it refers to its roots in the Latin word bibliotheca and its Romance descendants. 
Roger Chartier has shown that, in the early modern period, the French word bibliothèque denoted not 
only the physical space of the library but also the collection of books themselves—and the catalogue 
or bibliography that ordered them textually.21 Jonathan Carlyon has noted the same triple sense of 
the Spanish word biblioteca in the eighteenth century.22 And these overlapping meanings continued to 
be invoked in the nineteenth century in the title of Obadiah Rich’s bibliography/catalogue Bibliotheca 
Americana Nova (1835 and 1846), to take just one example.  
 In what follows, I will argue that Prescott’s scholarly apparatus materializes his impressive 
private archive on the pages of The History of the Conquest of Mexico. But this is an archive that silences 
indigenous voices. When Irving ceded the historical field to Prescott, he also mounted a challenge of 
sorts, charging Prescott with the responsibility to treat the subject fully and singling out the pre-
conquest history of Mexico as a “grand enigma.” He trusts that Prescott’s work will provide a 
“satisfactory discussion” of questions that, “while they excited my imagination, have ever perplexed 
                                                
20 Ibid., 60, 57. Grafton also notes that in the nineteenth century, “the sources needed to produce 
footnotes” were readily accessible only to young men who came from families rich enough to 
provide them with private research libraries” (226). 
21 Roger Chartier, “Libraries without Walls,” Representations 42 (April 1, 1993): 38–52. 
22 In his study of the eighteenth-century Spanish bibliographer Andrés González de Barcia, Carlyon 
takes this triple meaning of the Spanish word biblioteca as a basis for his argument that González de 
Barcia’s edited editions of New World texts “evoke a metaphorical reflection” of the personal library 
that enabled them. Thus, reading González de Barcia’s paratext also entails “enter[ing] the scholarly 
space he designed.” See Jonathan Earl Carlyon, Andrés González de Barcia and the Creation of the Colonial 
Spanish American Library (Toronto : University of Toronto Press, 2005), 137. 
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my judgment.”23 Yet Prescott shrank from the “terrible responsibilities” implied in this 
compliment,24 and wrote Irving back to explain that “my chief object is the conquest”; as for the 
“Mexican Antiquities” that preceded it, he proposes merely to “present the reader such a view of the 
institutions and civilization of the conquered people as will interest him in their fortunes.” He has 
therefore “not attempted to collect manuscripts” on ancient Mexico, but will “content myself with 
the examination of such works as have been before the public.”25 While Prescott privileged 
manuscript sources, then, when it came to indigenous history he relied on the opinions and 
speculations of published sources.  
In a letter to his agents in Mexico, he insisted “I do not wish any in an Indian tongue”; 
instead, he continued, “I wish the collection to be comprised of what concerns Cortes, or the 
Conquest of Mexico or the state of the country at . . . the period of the conquest. I do not want to go 
into the ancient history or any department of the antiquities of Mexico.”26 And his wish to present 
just enough of Mesoamerican civilization to interest his reader in “their fortunes” suggests that he 
approached his topic from a compositional point of view rather than an ethical one. In the text 
proper, Prescott brackets the question of the right of conquest by insisting that Cortes and the 
Spanish should be judged by the standards of their own age. As Matthew Restall has noted, 
Prescott’s overwhelming reliance on Spanish sources led him to reproduce the perspective of 
“imperial justification” embodied in the “probanzas, relaciones, and cartas of the conquistadors” 
and elaborated by later colonial chroniclers.27  
                                                
23 Ibid., 159-60. 
24 WHP to Ticknor, 12 Jan 1839, Ticknor 160. 
25 WHP to Irving, Boston, 25 Jan. 1839, Ticknor 160-61. 
26 WHP to Manning & Marshall, 25 Jan. 1839, qtd. in C. Harvey Gardiner, “Prescott’s Ties with 
Mexico,” Journal of Inter-American Studies 1.1 (Jan. 1959): 11–26, 12. His Spanish agent Pascual de 
Gayangos sent him some of the manuscript histories of Ixtlilxochitl, however, which he made 
extensive use of in the section of his history devoted to pre-Columbian Mesoamerican civilization 
and throughout the work proper. 
27 Matthew Restall, Seven Myths of the Spanish Conquest (Cary, NC: Oxford UP, 2004), 13. 
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In what follows, I will demonstrate that Prescott’s use of his sources shapes his narrative in 
crucial ways; however, his footnotes also become the ground that enables two very different 
interlocutors to enter into dialogue with his work. Prescott’s history becomes an archive unto itself 
for the sensational novelist Edward Maturin, and a collection in need of supplementation for the 
Mexican scholar José Fernando Ramírez.  
“A copious array of notes”: Prescott’s scholarly apparatus 
 Prescott’s footnotes were the most conspicuous element of an elaborate scholarly apparatus, 
which included critical essays on sources appended in smaller print at the ends of chapters; an 
appendix of unpublished documents, both translated and in the original; maps and portraits; and a 
full index. In this, he followed the example of Ranke, whose histories commonly included critical 
essays and appendices with commentary on primary sources. Grafton explains that Ranke “created 
and dramatized a new practice, based on a new kind of research and made visible by a new form of 
documentation” (56). Archival research was so important because reliance on secondary sources 
would merely “reproduce tradition” or manifest the historian’s “fantasies”: “History only came into 
being through the archive.”28 And German philological methods of “skeptical criticism” required not 
only the use of archival sources, but “systematic and critical analysis” of them (Cheng 130).29  
 In an 1829 review of Irving’s Granada, Prescott had laid out what he saw as the current 
expectations regarding historical research and citation. While previous generations of historians had 
had the liberty to “concoct [a] narrative” from the “superficial rumors of oral tradition,” new 
standards of archival research ushered in by Ranke and Gibbon meant that “libraries were to be 
ransacked” and “obsolete manuscripts to be deciphered”: “Every assertion was to be fortified by an 
                                                
28 Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke’s Archival Turn: Location and Evidence in Modern 
Historiography,” Modern Intellectual History 5.3 (Nov. 2008): 425–53, 437. 
29 For instance, Prescott distrusts Las Casas, arguing in a long critical essay that the Spaniard’s 
passionate commitment to “pleading the cause of the persecuted native” inflects his history by 
giving “a coloring to events which passed under his own eyes” and inclining him to “a too easy 
confidence in those which he gathered from the reports of others” (276). 
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authority, and the opinions of others, instead of being admitted on easy faith, were to be carefully 
collated, and the balance of probability struck between them.” At the same time, the historian was to 
combine these “qualifications of antiquarian and critic” with those of the “philosopher,” who 
deduces “general theorems” from “his mass of facts.”30  
 This research was to be demonstrated through citation. In an 1834 review of Bancroft’s 
history of the United States, which did not include notes, Prescott dubbed their omission an “evil.” 
In it, he defends notes against common objections: That they are long and digressive and thus 
“exhaust the reader's patience”; that they “spoil the effect of the work by drawing the attention from 
the continuous flow of the narrative”; and that they too often feature “some misplaced witticism or 
smart attempt at one.” He argues that these complaints are “founded rather on the abuse than the 
proper use” of notes, and defends them as a means to “verif[y]” an author’s assertion “by the 
original extract, especially when this is in a foreign language”: “We want to see the grounds of his 
conclusions, the scaffolding by which he has raised his structure.” While the historian “may be an 
excellent guide,” in the absence of notes the reader is “merely led blindfold”; Prescott concludes that 
“we like to use our own eyesight too.”31 Significantly, Prescott also points to the legitimating 
function of notes; they “supply a body of criticism, and well-selected, well-digested learning, which 
of itself would make the reputation of any scholar.”32  
  Prescott aimed to follow the rules he had laid out for others in his own work, reminding 
himself in an 1841 memorandum that “the proper object of [notes], and one to which I shall try to 
confine them, is statement of discrepancies in authors, criticism on their manner, remarks illustrating 
their character and credibility, examination of the per and contra of a debatable point, explanation of a 
term in the txt, a citation from an original to corroborate the text” (LM II: 70). But in practice, while his 
                                                
30 [William Hickling Prescott], “Irving’s Conquest of Granada,” NAR 29.2 (1829): 293-314, 297. 




notes in the History of the Conquest of Mexico perform these functions, they also commit all of the 
various literary sins he had condemned in others. Of course, as has been well established, footnotes 
are never only a matter of citation and corroboration.33 Like all footnotes, Prescott’s have a 
corroborative function but also exceed it. 
 Gibbon had made the footnote “a high form of literary art,” a genre “susceptible of artistic 
effort and comic effect.”34 Like Gibbon, whose notes he emulated, Prescott uses notes to assess the 
credibility of sources and address discrepancies between accounts. And like Gibbon’s, Prescott’s 
footnotes also become the vehicle for his wit. Variously arch, dilated, and tenuously relevant, they 
are everything he criticized in his review of Bancroft. An extended discussion of the title granted by 
discovery, which cites legal commentaries as well as the Supreme Court case Johnson v. McIntosh, ends 
by referring the reader to “the renowned Diedrich Knickerbocker’s History of New York, (book 1, 
chap. 5,) for a luminous disquisition on this knotty question” (368). This tongue-in-cheek 
commentary performs the kind of gentlemanly ease that Gibbon’s witty notes had conveyed, 
prompting the North American Review to call Prescott’s History a work “rich with the spoils of learning 
easily and gracefully worn.”35  
Prescott’s notes also show off his literary bent. One note quotes at length from Robert 
Southey’s epic poem Madoc to substantiate the text’s claim that “nothing could be more picturesque 
than the aspect of these Indian battalions” (314); another reproduces several verses from the Inferno 
of Dante, that “immortal bard,” as a “fair exponent of the popular feeling” about the fate of non-
Christians in sixteenth-century Europe (367). This belletristic commentary reminds us that Prescott 
was not exclusively a historian; he wrote extensively on literary topics for the North American Review 
                                                
33 See Grafton, The Footnote, 1-33; Carolyn Steedman, “Something She Called a Fever: Michelet, 
Derrida, and Dust,” The American Historical Review 106.4 (Oct. 2001): 1159–80; Gerard Genette, 
Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge University Press, 1997), 319-30. 
34 Grafton 1, 121. 
35 “Prescott’s History of the Conquest of Mexico,” NAR 58.1 (1844): 157-211, 209. 
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and was seen, in the words of Theodore Parker, as “a well-bred gentleman of letters.”36 Thus, the 
notes themselves are a mixed genre, with an emphasis not only on matters of fact, but also on 
commentary and coloring. Yet these seemingly supplementary functions perform a social authority 
that only bolsters the scholarly.  
 Like other Romantic historians, Prescott brought his literary sensibilities to bear on his 
narrative as well, famously conceiving of his topic as “a beautiful epic” that possessed “all the 
interest which daring, chivalrous enterprise, stupendous achievements, worthy of an age of knight-
errantry, a magical country, the splendors of a rich barbaric court, and extraordinary personal 
qualities in the hero—can give” (LM II: 29). As David Levin has noted, Prescott structured his 
history as a five act drama with a prologue and epilogue.37 Prescott grounds the authority of his 
narration of the conquest as “romance of chivalry” in the work’s documentary basis, as manifested 
in his citations. In the preface of his History, Prescott writes that the conquest of Mexico “has the air 
of romance rather than of sober history; and it is not easy to treat such a theme according to the 
severe rules prescribed by historical criticism.” But he offers his archive as authoritative proof that 
his account is factual. He writes that he has “conscientiously endeavored to distinguish fact from 
fiction, and to establish the narrative on as broad a basis as possible of contemporary evidence; and I 
have taken occasion to corroborate the text by ample citations from authorities” (5). The notes allow 
Prescott to shape the narrative according to principles of dramatic unity while grounding it in fact. 
While John Ernest has argued that Prescott’s notes destabilize his history, I suggest that they bolster 
its authority.38  
                                                
36 Qtd. in Stanley T. Williams, The Spanish Background of American Literature 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale 
UP, 1955), II: 83 
37 See David Levin, History as Romantic Art: Bancroft, Prescott, Motley, and Parkman (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1959). 
38 Ernest argues that Prescott’s footnotes function as a “metahistorical commentary” that raises 
doubt rather than resolving it. Ernest bases this argument on close readings that attend to the 
rhetoric of the footnotes, but does not situate them within the Rankean protocols of scientific 
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 For Prescott, “the history of the Conquest is necessarily that of the great man who achieved 
it” (666). He reminded himself in a memorandum to “omit no trait which can display the character 
of Cortes, the hero of the piece, round whom the interest is to concentrate” (LM II: 29). Prescott 
not only glorifies Cortes and plots his history as epic; throughout his narration, he also adopts the 
perspective of the Spanish.39 For Prescott, the “chronicles” of Gómara and Bernal Díaz del Castillo 
are the “two pillars upon which the story of the conquest mainly rests.” And of these two, his self-
described “staple authority” is Bernal Diaz. He explained in a letter that such “gossiping chronicles” 
are “worth an ocean of state papers for the historian of life and manners”; while official documents 
can “furnish the cold outlines,” letters and diaries “lay open the characters and habits of the great 
actors in the drama” and offer “the soul, the warm colouring of history, all that gives it its charm 
and interest.”40 Prescott’s notebooks reveal that during the composition of his history he relied 
primarily on Bernal Diaz’s chronicle, incorporating “other authorities” to the extent that their works 
“differ or add to—B. Diaz’ account” (LM II: 77). Thus, Prescott accumulated his rare and 
unpublished sources only to subsume them within an interpretive framework provided by the best-
known and widely available history of the conquest. 
This points to a tension in Prescott’s historical procedures. On the one hand, he is dedicated 
to Rankean source criticism; his extensive notes collate his sources by comparing them for 
discrepancies, while the critical essays appended in smaller type to the end of many chapters weigh 
the credibility and limitations of particularly important sources. But on the other hand, Prescott’s 
Romantic history partakes of the larger historiographic shift in this period from what Mark Phillips 
                                                                                                                                                       
historiography in this era. See John Ernest, “Reading the Romantic Past: William H. Prescott’s 
History of the Conquest of Mexico,” American Literary History 5.2 (1993): 231–49. 
39 There is broad consensus on this point. The most recent scholarly editor of the work, James 
Lockhart, notes that Prescott writes “overwhelmingly from the Spanish point of view (even if his 
own moral and other criticisms are often appended to it” (xxxii). Robert Aguirre has recently argued 
that Prescott’s narrative is focalized through a Spanish perspective. 
40 WHP to Gayangos, 30 Jan. 1843, Wolcott 332 
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has called a “narrative of action” to a “rendering of experience.”41 Influenced by Walter Scott’s 
innovations in historical fiction, Romantic historians strove, in the words of Macaulay, to “make the 
past present, to bring the distant near, to place us in the society of a great man on an eminence 
which overlooks the field of a mighty battle.”42 Prescott writes in the preface that he has attempted 
“not only to present a picture true in itself, but to place it in its proper light” by “surrounding” the 
reader with the “spirit of the times” and thereby making him “a contemporary of the sixteenth 
century” (7-8).  
 Thus, the goal of the narrative is to offer “a rendering of experience,” while the goal of the 
notes is to perform skeptical criticism to arrive at the factual “truth” of history. But Bernal Diaz and 
Cortes are both historical subjects and the authors of historical sources, and Prescott approaches 
these two categories very differently. In the footnotes, Bernal Diaz is subject to the same skepticism 
as other sources. One footnote explains, for instance, that “Diaz did not compile his narrative till 
some fifty years after the Conquest; a lapse of time, which may excuse many errors, but must 
considerably impair our confidence in the minute accuracy of his details. A more intimate 
acquaintance with his chronicle does not strengthen this confidence” (344). But as an eyewitness 
participant in the events he recounts, Bernal Diaz is also the “hero of more than a hundred battles, 
and almost as many wounds.” And it is this perspective, a “warm chivalrous glow of feeling,” that 
suffuses his “rude composition” and “makes him a better painter than his more correct and classical 
rivals” (319).  
 Prescott reserves his source criticism on Bernal Diaz for the very end of his history, at which 
point his earlier skepticism seems to vanish. Strikingly, Prescott here asserts that Bernal Diaz’s 
chronicle is an utterly transparent window onto the events it describes; its author becomes a “most 
                                                
41 Mark Phillips, “Macaulay, Scott, and the Literary Challenge to Historiography,” Journal of the History 
of Ideas 50.1 (Jan. 1989): 117–33, 130. 
42 Qtd. in Phillips, 118. 
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true and literal copyist of nature,” who “transfers the scenes of real life by a sort of daguerreotype 
process, if I may say so, to his pages”: 
He introduces us into the heart of the camp, we huddle round the bivouac with the soldiers, 
loiter with them on their weary marches, listen to their stories, their murmurs of discontent, 
their plans of conquest, their hopes, their triumphs, their disappointments. All the 
picturesque scenes and romantic incidents of the campaign are reflected in his page as in a 
mirror (669-70).  
And not only does the chronicle offer “situations as they were”; it also reveals “sentiments as they 
really existed in the heart of the writer” (671). This otherwise inexplicable shift makes sense when 
viewed as the transition from treating a source to a subject: Bernal Diaz is discussed as an eyewitness 
whose chronicle renders experience rather than as a source of historical facts. To some extent, 
Prescott acknowledges Bernal Diaz’s instrumental motivations for writing what is essentially, in 
Restall’s words, “a monumental probanza” (13); he attributes to Bernal Diaz the motive of 
“vindicat[ing] for himself and his comrades that share of renown in the Conquest, which fairly 
belonged to them” (668). For Prescott, however, Bernal Diaz’s naive and artless self-promotion only 
increases the attraction of his chronicle because it “unlocks his bosom, as it were, and lays it open to 
the eye of the reader” (670).  
 Thus, the chronicle of Bernal Diaz is the backbone of Prescott’s history. And by its close, 
Bernal Diaz the subject and Bernal Diaz the source seem to have merged: the “old chronicler” 
himself is given the last word in the narrative proper, as Prescott reproduces over several pages a 
“portrait” of Cortes’ manners and personal habits “left to us by the faithful hand most competent to 
trace it” (915). Having “accompanied us through the whole course of our narrative,” Bernal Diaz 
“may now fitly furnish the conclusion of it” (913).  
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 Prescott thus employs his imagination to “enter into the feelings of his subjects and present 
their experiences in a way that was vivid to readers.”43 This imaginative alignment produces a 
peculiar but persistent identification between the writing of his history and the living of it. Edmund 
B. Otis, one of Prescott’s secretaries at the time, remembered later that Prescott had composed 
“many of his best battle-scenes” while horseback riding: “His vivid imagination carried him back to 
the sixteenth century, and he almost felt himself a Castilian knight, charging with Cortes, Sandoval 
and Alvarado on the Aztec foe.”44 And in an 1842 letter to Charles Dickens, Prescott offered the 
following update on his progress on the History: “I am hammering away on my old Aztecs and have 
nearly knocked their capital about their ears. They die game certainly, and one can’t help feeling a 
sympathy for them, though they did occasionally fricassee a Christian or two.”45 Prescott’s writerly 
identification with the Spaniards, I suggest, ultimately created a work that allows readers too to 
identify with a chivalric perspective on the conquest.46 Prescott figures his own narrative as a journey 
that parallels the Spanish one, and includes the reader in this journey through the use of a narratorial 
“we”: “Before advancing further with the Spaniards into the territory of Tlascala,” he writes, “it 
would be well to notice some traits in the character and institutions of the nation”; or “We must 
now return to the Spaniards in Tlascala, where we left them preparing to resume their march on 
Mexico” (295, 651). Bernal Diaz, as we have seen, plays a key role in “accompanying” the narrator 
and reader on this journey, and he is given voice not only as a textual source, in the original Spanish, 
in the notes, but also as a character who is made to speak through quotation, in English, in the 
narrative proper.   
                                                
43 Cheng 67. 
44 Qtd. in John P. McWilliams, The American Epic: Transforming a Genre, 1770-1860 (New York: 
Cambridge UP, 1989), 178. 
45 WHP to Charles Dickens, December 1842 (n.d.), Wolcott 329. 
46 In a recent consideration of the panoramic visuality of Prescott’s History, Robert Aguirre notes 
that its many panoramic set-pieces focalize Prescott’s narrative through a Spanish perspective and 
thus align the reader with that vision. See Aguirre, “Annihilating the Distance: Panoramas and the 
Conquest of Mexico, 1822-1848,” Genre 35.1 (2002): 25-53, 40. 
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“The Dubious Language of Hieroglyphics” 
 However, precisely because of his strong Rankean emphasis on textual sources and his 
distrust of oral tradition, Prescott concludes that there is no way to get at pre-contact indigenous 
history, much less the indigenous experience of the conquest. Prescott denigrates non-alphabetic 
inscription and refuses to grant it the status of writing. In an early chapter on “Mexican 
Hieroglyphics,” he lays out a three-stage system for classifying “picture-writing”: The lowest stage is 
“representative or figurative” writing, which consists of “abridge[d]” representations of objects; the 
second is “symbolical” writing, which represents abstract ideas through visible objects “supposed to 
have some quality analogous to the idea intended”; and the third and highest is “phonetic” writing, 
in which signs represent sounds. Phonetic hieroglyphics thus constitute the “nearest approach” to 
“that beautiful invention, the alphabet.” Aztec picture-writing, Prescott continues, was “at the 
bottom” of this evolutionary scale, while Egyptian hieroglyphics were at the top (73-4). Prescott 
goes on to note that, “clumsy as it was,” the Aztec system was “adequate to the demands of the 
nation, in their imperfect state of civilization” While it was capable of recording laws, tribute-rolls, 
mythology, calendars, rituals, and “political annals,” this last category was more akin to simple 
“chronology” than history, which using such methods “must necessarily be vague and fragmentary” 
(77). Only “a few leading incidents” could be recorded for each year—but, Prescott thinks, this is 
“quite long enough for the annals of barbarians” (77).  
  Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra has traced the shifting understandings of indigenous writing 
systems between the sixteenth and the late eighteenth centuries. In the early stages of the 
colonization of the New World, Mesoamerican “painted books” were sent to Europe to be 
displayed alongside artifacts in cabinets of curiosities; at the same time, indigenous sources written in 
non-alphabetic scripts were accepted as reliable historical evidence. By the eighteenth century, 
however, the rise of an evolutionary model of writing premised on a progression from symbols to 
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alphabetic script meant that Mesoamerican codices were valued by Europeans not for their content, 
but for what they could contribute to the “philosophical study of man.”47 But Mexican Creoles like 
Clavijero—and, in the nineteenth century, José Fernando Ramírez—continued to insist on the 
historicity of indigenous records.  
 In the nineteenth century, the rise of Rankean “scientific” methods likely had the effect of 
further marginalizing non-alphabetic inscription as a legitimate documentary basis for history. Ranke 
believed that only written records were legitimate historical sources, and argued that periods lacking 
in documentary traces “should be excluded from history” because they “contradict the principle of 
documentary research.”48 By “written,” Ranke meant simply alphabetic inscription, by virtue of his 
European subject-matter; he opposed such documentary sources to antiquarian forms of evidence 
like oral tradition or artifacts. Cheng notes that this growing “belief that primary sources determined 
what was a fact” made it more difficult to write social history about non-elite actors. And, I would 
suggest, it also inclined Prescott against admitting non-alphabetic inscription as legitimate historical 
evidence.  
 In his opening overview of ancient Mexican history, Prescott writes of the Toltecs that “little 
can be gleaned, with certainty, respecting a people, whose written records have perished, and who 
are known to us only through the traditionary legends of the nations that succeeded them” (19). He 
continues in a footnote that, although Boturini had heard of a Toltec manuscript in Ixtlilxochitl’s 
possession, Ixtlilxochitl’s own explanation of his account of the Toltec and Chichimec  
was “derived from interpretation,” (probably, of the Tezcucan paintings,) “and from the 
traditions of old men”; poor authority for events which had passed, centuries before. Indeed, 
he acknowledges that their narratives were so full of absurdity and falsehood, that he was 
                                                
47 Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History of the New World: Histories, Epistemologies, and 
Identities in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2001), 129. 
48 Eskildsen 437. 
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obliged to reject nine-tenths of them. (See his Relaciones, MS., no. 5.) The cause of truth 
would not have suffered much, probably, if he had rejected nine-tenths of the remainder 
(19).  
Elsewhere Prescott dismisses indigenous inscription on the grounds that “the greater part” lack 
alphabetic “interpretations” added post-contact, and thus “cannot now be unriddled” as the 
indigenous peoples are no longer literate in their own writing system (82). But here, he suggests that 
even those that have been interpreted are “full of absurdity and falsehood.”  
 Thus, there is no way to access the Mesoamerican perspective at the time of the conquest. In 
a discussion of what he considers to be Montezuma’s “pusillanimous conduct,” Prescott 
acknowledges that “it must be remembered here, and always, that his history is to be collected solely 
from Spanish writers and such of the natives as flourished after the Conquest”; “Not an Aztec 
record of the primitive age survives, in a form capable of interpretation.” The “unfortunate 
monarch” is “wholly indebted for his portraiture to the pencil of his enemies” (372-73). 
 On the few occasions that Prescott does attempt to enter into the experience of indigenous 
historical actors, he does not even pretend to corroborate these imaginative flights with sources. Not 
surprisingly, they are reductive impositions. When narrating the first entry of the Spanish into 
Tenochtitlan, Prescott renders the scene from their perspective, describing the “grandeur of the 
city,” the “superior style of its architecture,” and the “throngs of people who swarmed through the 
streets.” He closes this description by quoting Bernal Diaz, who “exclaims”: “I well remember the 
spectacle . . . it seems now, after so many years, as present to my mind, as if it were but yesterday” 
(398). The narrator’s voice then resumes with a speculation: “But what must have been the 
sensations of the Aztecs themselves, as they looked on the portentous pageant!” What follows is an 
attempt to view the “spectacle” from their perspective:  
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as they heard, now for the first time, the well-cemented pavement ring under the iron tramp 
of the horses,—the strange animals which fear had clothed in such supernatural terrors; as 
they gazed on the children of the East, revealing their celestial origin in their fair 
complexions; saw the bright falchions and bonnets of steel, a metal to them unknown, 
glancing like meteors in the sun, while sounds of unearthly music—at least, such as their 
rude instruments had never wakened—floated in the air! But every other emotion was lost in 
that of deadly hatred, when they beheld their detested enemy, the Tlascalan, stalking, in 
defiance, as it were, through their streets, and staring around with looks of ferocity and 
wonder, like some wild animal of the forest, who had strayed by chance from his native 
fastnesses into the haunts of civilization (398-99). 
This rehearsal of strange sights focuses on the supposed “supernatural terrors” instilled in 
indigenous onlookers by the horses, the belief in the “celestial origins” of Cortes and his men, and 
incomprehension of strange metals likened to “meteors” and music so unlike that produced by their 
“rude instruments” that it is “unearthly.” This catalog of reactions simply illustrates the general 
understanding of indigenous people as superstitious and terrified of the obviously superior Spaniards 
that is manifested throughout the History, but it concludes with an unexpectedly specific turn. 
“Every other emotion,” Prescott tells us, “was lost in that of deadly hatred” when the Aztecs beheld 
their Tlascalan enemies “stalking” like “some wild animal” in their midst. Internecine strife thus 
trumps all else in the Mesoamerican world, Prescott imagines—a characterization that nicely 
dramatizes one key factor in the impending fall of the Aztec empire, but does not appear to be 
grounded in any source whatsoever. To cap this speculation, he offers Peter Martyr’s De Orbe Novo, 
in Latin, to the effect that the people of Tenochtitlan “thought there could be nothing more 
agreeable than to witness novelties, not preoccupying themselves about the future” (399).   
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 Prescott is by and large complimentary to Ixtlilxochitl, dubbing him “the Livy of Anahuac” 
(153) in a critical essay. He attributes any distortions to an excusable “national partiality,” and 
declares that Ixtlilxochitl has “just claims to our admiration for the compass of his inquiries, and the 
sagacity with which they have been conducted.” In offering “knowledge of the most polished people 
of Anahuac . . . he has thus afforded a standard of comparison, which much raises our ideas of 
American civilization” (153). But while Ixtlilxochitl is valuable for providing background 
information on pre-conquest Mesoamerican “civilization,” he is several generations removed from 
the conquest and is therefore less compelling for Prescott than Spanish eyewitnesses like Bernal 
Diaz. While he offers “much Arabian-nightish historic incident” (LM II: 45) from the misty 
indigenous past, his is not a perspective the historian, or the reader, can adopt.  
Maturin’s Montezuma and footnotes to footnotes 
 Prescott’s work was a bestseller, and it inspired a flood of imitators in the United States. If 
Prescott’s history materialized his private archive through its scholarly apparatus, after its publication 
the history became itself a sort of archive to be mined by other writers. In 1845 the popular gothic 
novelist Edward Maturin published Montezuma: The Last of the Aztecs, which became, in the words of 
the New York Mirror, “a sensation.” It was immediately adapted for the stage, and upon its 1846 New 
York opening was praised for its “style of costly magnificence.”49 Maturin was one of several dime 
novelists who capitalized on the success of Prescott’s history by bringing out fictional treatments of 
the Spanish conquest of Mexico in the years immediately following its publication. He had written 
Prescott a fawning letter declaring his wish to dedicate the work to the historian, in which he had 
also asked him to read the manuscript—and, more to the point, to recommend it to Harpers, 
Prescott’s publisher. But Prescott had politely declined, explaining that his eyes were too bad to read 
it, and that his recommendation would at any rate “carry very little weight” with the Harpers, 
                                                
49 Robert Johannsen, To The Halls of the Montezumas (New York: Oxford UP, 1988), 182. 
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“shrewd men of the trade” whose main calculation is “the chances of a sale.”50 He did rather icily 
acquiesce to the dedication “with which you propose to compliment me,” writing only that “I need 
not say that it gives me great pleasure that you should think me deserving of it.”  
 Undeterred by Prescott’s obvious lack of enthusiasm, Maturin made the most of this brief 
exchange. In the dedication to Montezuma, he addressed Prescott directly, noting that “several 
months have elapsed since the discontinuance of our correspondence, and it is with sincere regret 
that I resume it on no worthier an occasion than the presentation of the following pages.”51 He 
continues, “to your historical researches, as well as the rich treasures of Spanish and Italian 
chronicles they contain, I am much indebted; and have not hesitated to acknowledge the 
obligations”—in the form of footnotes that reference Prescott’s own notes. His rationale for this 
extensive citation is that, since so many of Prescott’s citations are in the original Spanish, French or 
Italian, they are, “from their foreign garb, but a closed volume to many,” and he has “translated 
them for the illustration of the text” (I: iii-iv). While in his own preface Prescott had explained that 
he included passages from his sources in the original because “few of them can be very accessible to 
the reader” (I: 5), Maturin points out that in the absence of an English translation they remain out of 
reach for the unlearned. As a teacher of Greek and Latin, he is ostensibly offering his services to 
make Prescott’s history more accessible for the common reader of popular fiction in the expanded 
marketplace of the 1840s.  
 While casting the relationship as one of indebtedness, Maturin’s invocation of Prescott 
redounds to his own benefit by creating the illusion that the historian is endorsing his work. 
Maturin’s dedication turns tenuously-granted permission into authorization and publicly aligns his 
work with Prescott’s as a kind of popular supplement. In his taxonomy of paratexts, Gerard Genette 
                                                
50 WHP to Edward Maturin, Boston, 27 Jan. 1845, Wolcott 223. 
51 Edward Maturin, Montezuma; the Last of the Aztecs: A Romance 2 vols. (New-York: Paine & Burgess, 
1845), I: iii. 
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explains that the dedication is “a matter of demonstration, ostentation, exhibition: it proclaims a 
relationship . . . and this proclamation is always at the service of the work, as a reason for elevating 
the work’s standing or as a theme for commentary” (135). While before the rise of the professional 
author the dedicatory epistle “to a rich and powerful protector” acknowledged patronage, by the 
nineteenth century the dedicatee was “more apt to be a colleague or a mentor capable of 
appreciating [the work’s] message” (125). But the dedication remains “a public act that the reader is, 
as it were, called on to witness” (134), and this performative invocation makes the dedicatee “always 
in some way responsible for the work that is dedicated to him and to which he brings, willy-nilly, a 
little of his support and therefore participation” (136). Maturin thus trades on Prescott’s success, and 
his own notes borrow some of the historian’s authority and prestige.  
 In the footnotes liberally sprinkled throughout Maturin’s novel, Prescott’s history becomes a 
kind of universal reference work, an archive unto itself. All of Maturin’s notes reference Prescott’s 
work, and in the text itself he is often referred to simply as “the historian” (I: 23). By the standards 
of nineteenth-century scholarship, Maturin’s use of the footnote form is often incoherent. While the 
notes are ostensibly offered as corroboration for the text’s factual elements, in keeping with the 
practice of Scott and many other historical romancers of the antebellum period, for the most part 
they do not function in a referential fashion.52 Most of the notes that fulfill the stated purpose of 
providing translations of the French, Spanish, or Italian passages in Prescott’s citations do not 
include any page or volume information, as historical norms would require. Instead, these footnotes 
provide a quotation that is simply explained as a “Spanish note, translated from Prescott’s “Conquest 
of Mexico,” without further attribution. And these translated passages are at best associatively related 
to Maturin’s text. While it would violate scholarly norms to cite sources one had encountered only in 
                                                
52 Genette suggests that notes in fiction are found primarily in works “whose fictionality is very 
‘impure,’ very conspicuous for its historical references,” and play a “corroborative role, adducing 
both testimony and supporting documents” (322-3). 
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the footnotes of another historian—and indeed, in 1845 Bancroft had accused the historian Henry 
Brown of plagiarism for doing just this53—Maturin’s stated purpose of doing a public service by 
helping Prescott’s sources reach the masses provides a pretext for appropriating these sources 
without ever having seen them. 
 And going well beyond this stated purpose, Maturin also inserts extended quotations from 
Prescott’s narrative into his own text. These quotations, moreover, are careless, featuring inexact 
wording and sometimes continuing the quoted passage beyond the bounds of the quotation marks 
and into Maturin’s own text. In them, Maturin essentially excerpts Prescott’s most interesting 
descriptions wholesale, creating a kind of digest or haphazardly abridged version of the history that 
is carried along on the narrative machinery of a sensational gothic plot. Rather than corroborating, 
then, Maturin’s citational practice is cannibalizing: extended quotations and passages are lifted from 
Prescott and incorporated into the text itself as description, and notes offer random, often 
unattributed snippets in English with only an associative relationship with the sentence to which 
they are joined. Maturin’s footnotes function more as attribution than citation, providing a 
mechanism for attributing quotations to avoid infringing on Prescott’s literary property. They are an 
excuse for Maturin’s wholesale appropriations of entire paragraphs of Prescott’s writing to serve as 
his own description, excusing this borrowing by putting it in quotation marks.  
 Maturin’s emphasis in providing footnotes is to translate from Romance languages, and in 
his hands Prescott’s history becomes a kind of prestigious classic. Interestingly, however, most of his 
translations have to do with Aztec civilization, and his entire story is focused on Aztec characters. 
Malinche, Cortes’ famous interpreter, is the heroine of the work, and in a counterfactual turn she 
marries him at the end of the work. The other main characters are Montezuma, his dwarf, and his 
evil head priest, who manipulates the superstition that Cortes is Quetzalcoatl and Montezuma is 
                                                
53 Cheng 144-46. 
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doomed to be the “last of the Aztecs” in a bid to become the emperor himself. He uses his literacy 
to mislead the people, telling them that the prophecy is recorded in his books, and in a pivotal scene 
he reads a manuscript about “The Curse of Quetzalcoatl” aloud to an assembled crowd. Maturin 
does retell the story of the conquest from an indigenous perspective, then, but his portrayal of Aztec 
life remains entirely reliant on Prescott’s work. What Maturin seems to have taken from Prescott’s 
portrayal of the Aztecs is the understanding of Montezuma as weak and superstitious, the belief that 
Cortes and his men were “white gods” from the East, and, interestingly, the idea that Aztec writing 
was a tool used to manipulate the populace. Given his extensive borrowing from Prescott’s History, it 
seems only fitting that his rendering of Aztec experience is wholesale projection propped up with 
citations of sources in European languages. 
José Fernando Ramírez’s Challenge 
 If Maturin rode on Prescott’s coattails by engaging with his footnotes and citing them in his 
own notes, the most significant challenge to Prescott’s History took the form of annotations that 
contested his use of his sources. Shortly after the publication of Prescott’s work, two separate 
translated editions were published in Mexico City. The conservative politician Lucas Alamán wrote 
notes for first translation, and the liberal scholar and bureaucrat José Fernando Ramírez wrote a 
124-page supplement titled “Notas y Esclarecimientos” for the second translation, which appeared 
in three volumes in 1844-46. In addition to Ramírez’s notes, this edition featured a separate volume 
of lithographs of Mesoamerican “antiquities” arranged and explicated by Isidro Gondra, at this time 
the Director of Mexico’s National Museum. As Jaksic explains, in the wake of independence, new 
Spanish American nations confronted the challenge of incorporating their colonial pasts. Spanish 
American nationalism was “markedly anti-Spanish” and “receptive, indeed grateful, for the 
American research that exposed the oppressiveness of the imperial system and the cruelty of the 
conquistadores” Thus, histories like Prescott’s “played a crucial role in the construction of these new 
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nations.”54 Indeed, the editor’s introduction to the “Suplemento que Ofrecio Ignacio Cumplido la 
los Sres. Suscritores” of the Gondra edition casts the publication of the translation with a greatly 
expanded scholarly apparatus as a national “duty” at a moment when “foreign nations are rushing to 
translate and reproduce” Mexican history.55 And in his introduction to “Notas y Esclarecimientos,” 
Ramírez casts the Mexican edition as a “nationalization” of Prescott’s work.56 
A recent analysis of the two translations concluded that the one edited by the conservative 
Alamán “voluntarily mirrors the voice of the author of the original text and adopts his vision of the 
conquest of Mexico,” while the translator of the edition featuring Ramírez’s notes “takes an 
appreciably different view, offering a version of the conquest that is closer to the viewpoint of the 
conquered.”57 Ramírez’s notes, I will argue, are likewise an indigenista response to Prescott’s 
glorification of the Spanish perspective. Ramírez’s critique is the only serious challenge to Prescott’s 
accuracy in the moment of the History of the Conquest of Mexico’s initial publication, and perhaps 
indeed within Prescott’s own lifetime. It is shocking that his introductory essay on Prescott’s history, 
as well as his notes, have never been translated into English, and have been overlooked—or at best, 
briefly mentioned—in recent critiques of Prescott that unknowingly echo Ramírez’s own 
formulations.58 Robert Aguirre has noted that Ramírez’s critique “represents the emergence of a 
                                                
54 Jaksic 5.  
55 “[C]uando las naciones estrangeras se han apresurado á traducirla y reproducirla.” “Advertencia 
del Editor,” vol. 2, Historia de la conquista de México, con una ojeada preliminar sobre la antigua civilización de 
los Mexicanos, y con la vida de su conquistador, Fernando Cortes, trans. Joaquín Navarro, 3 vols. (México: 
Impreso por Ignacio Cumplido, 1844-46), III. All translations are my own. Transcriptions of the 
original passages reproduce nineteenth-century orthography without modification. 
56 José Fernando Ramírez, “Notas y esclarecimientos a la Historia de la Conquista de México, del 
William Prescott,” vol. 2, Historia de la conquista de México, con una ojeada preliminar sobre la antigua 
civilizacion de los Mexicanos, y con la vida de su conquistador, Fernando Cortes, trans. Joaquín Navarro, 3 vols. 
(Mexico: Impreso por Ignacio Cumplido, 1844-46), VII-XX, 1-124, XX. 
57 Gracia Piñero Piñero, Marina Díaz Peralta, and María Jesús García Domínguez, “Ideología y 
Selección Lingüística En Los Textos Históricos: Las Traducciones Españolas de History of the 
Conquest of Mexico de WH Prescott,” Babel 54.3 (2008): 251–67, 266. 
58 Ramírez’ trenchant commentary on the flaws of Prescott’s method has not yet received detailed 
consideration in English, a fact that demands reflection on the state of Hemispheric American 
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powerful anti-imperial discourse, one capable of contesting both the motive and the means of 
foreign hegemony over Mexico and its past.” And yet, he points out, “in what is perhaps a holdover 
of Prescottian blindness, recent reevaluations of the History by scholars in the United States have 
ignored or overlooked the Mexican reply . . . . Mexicans’ words (yet again) have not been deemed 
worth hearing.”59 While Aguirre and Jaksic have both presented Ramírez’s work briefly as a 
counterpoint to Prescott, I offer here the first full reading in English of Ramírez’s critique in 
“Notas,” demonstrating that he engages with Prescott on the level of source criticism. Ramírez is as 
well-versed in the protocols of “scientific” history as Prescott, if not more so—but he mobilizes his 
criticism to insist that Mesoamerican inscription is legitimate historical evidence. 
 Ramírez subjects Prescott himself to the kind of philological source criticism that Prescott 
had employed in the essays that close many chapters of the History of the Conquest of Mexico. He 
presents his introduction explicitly as a “short critical essay” [breve ensayo crítico], and invokes the 
“regenerative impulse” [impulso regenerador] that is at this moment animating historical study in the 
works of Ranke, Thierry, Niebuhr, and others (XX). He proclaims that the historian must act as a 
judge, following the “severe principles of sound criticism” [los severos principios de la sana crítica] 
(XIII). Following, like Prescott, the example of German philologists, Ramírez subjects Prescott to 
“critical scrutiny, looking for possible sources of bias and omission.”60 Just as Prescott had warned 
against the “coloring” imparted to Las Casas’ histories by his impassioned advocacy for the 
“persecuted native” (277), Ramírez alerts his readers to Prescott’s racial biases, which give his 
narration a “certain tint” that, if not explicitly hostile, does not leave Mexicans “with a feeling of 
                                                                                                                                                       
Studies a decade after widespread calls for increased language competency and an awareness of the 
potentially imperial implications of English’s disciplinary expansion. 
59 Robert D. Aguirre, Informal Empire: Mexico and Central America in Victorian Culture (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 58. Jaksic also acknowledges the critical neglect of Ramírez, 
noting that “especially neglected in the published correspondence and biographies are the 
contributions of Spanish American scholars, who provided pointed critiques and corrected many of 
the historian’s errors” 126). 
60 Grafton 76. 
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pride.”61 And if Prescott had insisted that Las Casas should only be published with “a suitable 
commentary to enlighten the student, and guard him against any undue prejudices in the writer” 
(277), Ramírez explicates Prescott’s faults to offer the reader a “key” to reading his history.  
 While he acknowledges that Prescott’s history is “the best we have in the branch of modern 
history,” Ramírez identifies three major faults: Prescott’s “instinctive race prejudice,” his 
“exaltation” of Cortés, and, tellingly, his use of source criticism itself.62 Ramírez points out that 
Prescott is throughout the work the “staunch champion of Cortes” [campeon denodado de Cortes] 
(XIII), and also diagnoses his alignment with Bernal Diaz’s perspective: “The colossal image of the 
conquistador, never far from his memory, dominates the inspirations of his mind, just as it directed 
the pen that eternalized his memory”—the pen, that is, of Bernal Diaz, whose verbal “portrait” of 
Cortes is given the last word in Prescott’s monumental history.63 This “passion” for Cortes, Ramírez 
writes, is reinforced by Prescott’s racial prejudices, which lead him to portray Mesoamericans as 
“barbarians” and “savages.” And these biases are only strengthened by the skillful source criticism 
with which Prescott “fortifies” his interpretations, “launching torrents of eloquence and of learning” 
to establish one event or discredit another.64 Ramírez scathingly indicts Prescott’s history as 
“irrefutable proof of the immense resources that can be drawn from erudition to lend credence to a 
bad cause, when it is put in the hands of a skillful and ardent defender.”65 
                                                
61 “[D]an á su historia un cierto tinte, que aunque no me atreveré á calificar de hostil, sí diré que no 
es para dejarnos lisonjeados” (XII). 
62 “[E]s lo mejor que poseemos en el ramo de historia moderna”; “el uso, no siempre moderado, que 
ha hecho de las reglas de la crítica; el desapego instintivo de raza . . . en fin, la ecsaltacion de su 
entusiasmo por Hernan Cortés” (XII). 
63 “[L]a colosal imagen del conquistador, nunca apartada de su memoria, dominaba las inspiraciones 
de su mente, así como dirigía la pluma que eternizaba su memoria” (XVI). 
64 “[E]l ver cómo el autor se encastilla en las reglas de la crítica para establecer algun hecho ó para 
batir otro que repugna, lanzando torrentes de elocuencia y de saber sobre los que intentan disputarle 
su adquisicion ó propiedad” (XVII). 
65 “[U]n testimonio irrefragable de los inmensos recursos que pueden sacarse de la ciencia para 
abonar una mala causa, cuando ésta se pone en manos de un hábil y ardoroso defensor” (XVII). 
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 But as much as Ramírez disagrees with Prescott, he is willing to acknowledge the historian’s 
right to judge events according to his own convictions; since the bias so uniformly permeates the 
entire work, he suggests that once alerted to its presence the Mexican reader can simply read against 
the grain (XII). More serious, however, is Prescott’s complete dismissal of indigenous sources and 
the outright errors in interpretation that stem from it. Ramírez announces that his most pressing task 
is “to defend the authenticity and value of the historical sources of our country, and to vindicate the 
memory of our Indians.”66 In his introduction, Ramírez acknowledges “the useful and arduous care” 
that Prescott has taken in the citation of his sources, thereby gallantly “exposing his breast to the 
blows of criticism” by “dividing with his adversary his weapons of attack and of defense.”67 In his 
first “note,” or critical essay, Ramírez engages with these citations to expose Prescott’s outright 
errors. He is able to verify Prescott’s use of specific passages because he is one of the very few 
scholars in the Western Hemisphere in this moment with access to copies of the unpublished 
manuscript sources Prescott cites. Prescott owned the only copies of Ixtlilxochitl’s manuscript 
histories in the United States in the 1840s; only extracts and translations had been published.68  
 In his first “note,” or critical essay, Ramírez takes on a footnote that is particularly dismissive 
of Mesoamerican writing and uses the very sources Prescott cited to demolish his interpretation of 
                                                
66 “[P]or defender la autenticidad y valor de las fuentes históricas de su pais, y por vindicar la 
memoria de sus aborígenes” (XVIII). 
67 “[U]til é ímprobo trabajo que se ha tomado en la citacion . . . descubriendo enteramente el pecho á 
los tiros de la crítica, se manifiesta como uno de aquellos campeones de los tiempos heróicos, que 
parte con su adversario sus armas de ataque y de defensa” (XI). 
68 Bustamante had published a brief excerpt of the Historia Chichimeca in 1829 under the title Horribles 
Crueldades, and Terneaux had published a French translation in 1838. While some scholars in Europe 
would have had access to copies—Terneaux, for example, and Pascual de Gayangos, who arranged 
the transcriptions for Prescott—Ramírez and other Mexicans with close ties to the government are 
probably the only scholars in the Western Hemisphere in this moment who had access to these 
unpublished materials and could verify Prescott’s accuracy. As K. R. Eskildsen has recently pointed 
out, Ranke’s own turn towards archival sources meant that other historians “could not immediately 
investigate if he quoted accurately or ignored and misrepresented important evidence”; Ranke 
himself had to pull many strings to gain access to restricted materials in state archives across Europe. 
Thus, his citations depended on trust in his “personal credibility” (Eskildsen 430). 
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them. In fact, he shows that Prescott has literally misunderstood the Spanish grammar of the 
passage that occasions a particularly cutting remark discrediting sources used by Ixtlilxochiltl. In his 
footnote, Prescott informs readers that Ixlilxochitl “acknowledges that [the Toltec] narratives were 
so full of absurdity and falsehood, that he was obliged to reject nine-tenths of them,” adding snidely 
that “the cause of truth would not have suffered much” if Ixtlilxochitl “had rejected nine-tenths of 
the remainder” (19). While Prescott’s ostentatiously polyglot notes perform his command of Greek, 
Latin, and Romance languages, Ramírez goes back to the passage cited to prove that Prescott’s 
comprehension of the nuances of his Spanish-language sources is, in this instance at least, quite 
poor. Insisting that he cannot “let this epigrammatic and in my judgment unfounded observation 
pass without answer,” Ramírez explains that, having compared Prescott’s paraphrase with the 
passage in Ixtlilxochitl’s original, “I do not find that it has said what he attributes to it.”69 Declaring 
“I have here the words of our chronicler,” Ramírez quotes the original passage in full, italicizing 
crucial phrases and inserting a manicule to mark the clause about “nine tenths” that is the cause of 
Prescott’s confusion.70 He concludes: 
Ixtlilxochitl has not said, then, that he threw out [nine tenths] of his information, and even 
less that he did so because he discovered them full of absurdities and falsehoods. On the 
contrary, he expressly announces that they are reputed true and certain things, and he only 
omits them to excuse the volume, and in order not to occupy the reader with strange and 
far-fetched sorts [of things], fearing . . . to expose them to the criticism of the fanatics and 
the incredulous who perhaps vacillate still about the rationality of the indigenous.71 
                                                
69 “Permítame el ilustre historiador que no le deje pasar sin respuesta esta observacion epigramática y 
en mi juicio infundada, pues habiéndola cotejado con lo que dice Ixtlilxochül en la quinta relacion 
que se cita, no encuentro que éste haya dicho lo que se le atribuye” (6) 
70 It actually reads “no pongo de lo que ello fue de las mil partes las novecientas, que como tengo 
dicho y por escusar volumen y porque son tan estanas las cosas y tan peregrinas y nunca oidas” (6). 
71 “No ha dicho, pues, Ixtlilxochitl ni que desechaba las diez y nueve vigésimas partes de sus noticias, ni 
menos que lo hiciera por reconocerlas él mismo llenas de absurdos y falsedades. Al contrario, espresamente 
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In the authorial preface to his History, Prescott makes much of the fact that his citations are 
“usually” in the original language of the source at hand, asserting that his transcriptions have 
“scrupulously conformed to the ancient orthography . . . rather than impair in any degree the 
integrity of the original document” (5-6). But as Ramírez’s correction makes clear, Prescott 
effectively puts words in Ixtlilxochitl’s mouth in this note, providing only his own English 
translations, in quotation marks, and a paraphrase of the sentence that occasions his witticism. 
Ramírez himself displays humility about his facility with English, noting in a discussion of another of 
Prescott’s notes that he has provided his own literal translation of the passage because “when 
discussing a philological point one should reproduce with the greatest possible exactitude the spirit 
and idea of the author.” And he goes even further by giving the passage in the original English as 
well, explaining that “as it is very probable that I have been mistaken in the evaluation of his words, 
I will copy them literally.”72   
 Ramírez also contests the assessment of indigenous sources in the critical essay on 
Ixtlilxochitl that closes the section of the History devoted to pre-Columbian indigenous civilization. 
If the “learned historian” had in the aforementioned footnote limited himself to “casting doubt on 
the existence of Toltec writings,” Ramírez continues, in his critical essay on Ixtlilxochitl, Prescott 
“attacks head-on all the rest of our ancient annals.”73 He is particularly outraged by Prescott’s 
explanation that Ixtlilxochitl’s narratives are “sometimes startling” because they “penetrate into the 
mysterious depths of antiquity . . . when everything is still further liable to distortion, as seen 
                                                                                                                                                       
anuncia que las reputaba cosas verdaderas y ciertas, y solamente las omitía por escusar volumen y no ocupar 
al lector con especies estrañas y peregrinas, temiendo, quizá por el sentimiento de abyección que 
había comenzado á engendrar la conquista, esponerse á la crítica de los fanáticos y de los incrédulos, 
que tal vez vacilaban todavía sobre la racionalidad de los indígenas” (6-7). 
72 “[C]uando se versan punto de filología, debe reproducirse con la mayor posible esactitud el 
espíritu y el pensamiento del autor. Como es muy probable que yo me haya equivocado en la 
apreciación de sus palabras, las copiaré literalmente” (11). 
73 “El sabio historiador, que habia limitádose en su nota de que me ocupo, á solo poner en duda la 
ecsistencia de escrituras toltecas, ataca de frente todo el resto de nuestros antiguos anales en la crítica 
que hace de los escritos de Ixtlilxochitl” (9-10). 
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through the misty medium of hieroglyphics” (153); Ramírez argues that this effectively casts “a great 
discredit on our histories and our manuscripts” [un grande descrédito sobre nuestras historias y 
nuestros monumentos] (10). Ramírez responds by provincializing the foundational historical sources 
of the Western tradition, arguing that if Mesoamerican sources are doubted, the sources used by all 
other known histories must be doubted too. With regard to customs and beliefs, he argues, no 
known history compares to Mexican history in the authentic sources it has at its disposal; he singles 
out Sahagun as a particularly diligent chronicler. And with regard to biography and events, “it seems 
to me that we cannot consider those contained in Greek and Roman histories to be more authentic 
than those memorialized by Ixtlilxochitl, Tezozomoc, Veytia, and others who have used sources in 
no way dissimilar to those which Herodotus or Dionysius of Halicarnassus used.”74  
 By turning Prescott’s own critical methods against him, Ramírez makes it abundantly clear 
that “neither the general history of the conquest, nor the history of Cortes himself, is complete.” He 
concludes his introduction with a sort of jeremiad, not unlike Bustamante’s of the previous decade, 
imploring his countrymen to collect and protect the historical sources that will enable a Mexican 
historian to write a truly authoritative history of Mexico. Ramírez insists that only a Mexican 
historian—one who feels the blood of the conquerors and the conquered running in his veins and 
will do justice to both his progenitors—can write such a “complete, impartial and faithful history of 
the conquest.”75 Ramírez may here be thinking of himself; unlike Bustamante, he was of mixed 
                                                
74 I have substituted the more literal phrase “used sources” for Ramírez’s figurative expression 
“drunk at springs.” The original reads: “Me parece que no pueden considerarse como mejor 
autenticados los contenidos en las historias griegas y romanas, que los que memoran Ixtlilxochitl, 
Tezozomoc, Veytia y otros que han bebido en fuentes nada desemejantes á las en que bebieron 
Herodoto ó Dionisio Halicarnaso” (8). 
75 “Todo esto quiere decir que ni la historia general de la conquista, ni la particular del conquistador, 
están completas; y dice todavia mas, que tal empresa solamente podria llevarse cumplidamente al 
cabo por unar pluma filosófica, que sintiera correr en sus venas, mezclada y con tranquilo curso, la 
sangre de los conquistadores y de los conquistados; por uno, en fin, que discurriendo sin odio y sin 
desden, los llame á un juicio de familia, teniendo presente que va á hacer justicia entre sus 
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indigenous and Spanish ancestry, and according to Fanny Calderón de la Barca had “a completely 
Indian countenance.”76 But it is not to be hoped, he writes, that this historian will emerge from the 
present generation, which is “deprived of the necessary means” [desprovistas de los medios 
necesarios]. Sources that must be consulted “still lie buried in the archives of both worlds,” and 
unlike other “cultivated nations,” Mexico does not have a national archive or library in which to 
collect them.77 Ramírez insists that “if we aspire to the glory of seeing this longed-for history emerge 
from our country . . . our only mission is to accumulate materials, saving them, with impartiality and 
good faith, from destruction and oblivion until they can be useful.”78 Thus, Ramírez implores his 
countrymen to build the archival foundation that would enable a Mexican historian to write a work 
that would supersede Prescott’s. Ramírez himself had long been accumulating a private collection 
that he ardently hoped would form the nucleus of a national library for Mexico. But the U.S.-
Mexican War would disrupt his efforts and lead to further losses, not just of territory, but also of 
archival materials.  
The U.S.-Mexican War as “Second Conquest” 
 Famously, with the outbreak of the U.S.-Mexican War, Prescott’s Romantic history became a 
kind of guidebook for U.S. soldiers marching south along the route traveled by Cortes. It was 
                                                                                                                                                       
progenitores. Entónces, y solamente entónces, podremos concebir espe ranzas de tener una 
completa, imparcial y fiel historia de la conquista” (XVII). 
76 Fanny Calderón de la Barca wrote Prescott that Ramírez “is a man of great learning, intelligence 
and good sense . . . and has a completely Indian countenence.” FC to WHP, 19 Oct. 1858, qtd. in 
Jaksic 152. Ramírez explains in the introduction that he had originally intended to annotate 
Prescott’s work extensively as a first step towards “restoring” it, but knowing that the present 
edition was on the verge of publication and recognizing that without commentary it left much to be 
desired, he “made the sacrifice” of abandoning his endnotes and instead confining himself within 
the narrow limits of the ten supplementary essays that fill out the volume (XVIII). 
77 “Todavía yacen sepultados en los archivos de ambos mundos numerosos monumentos que es 
necesario consultar, y ni aun siquiera poseemos, como los otros pueblos cultos, una colección 
regular de nuestras fuentes históricas” (XVII) 
78 “[S]i es que aspiramos á la gloria de ver salir de nuestro pais esa suspirada historia, 
persuadiéndonos de que nuestra única mision es acumular materiales, salvando, con imparcialidad y 
buena fé, de la destruccion y del olvido cuanto pueda serle útil” (XVII) 
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stocked in the library of every U.S. Navy ship bound for Mexico,79 institutionalizing an 
understanding of the war as the “Second Conquest.” As Robert Johannsen explains, for soldiers the 
war was “an opportunity to reenact the scenes of chivalric conduct and to play the parts of storied 
knights. The romance of a distant and legendary past seemed suddenly to become reality” (85). 
Caleb Cushing wrote Prescott to assure him that the “Second Conquest” offered “many points of 
analogy with the First, which strike the observer on the spot” (276). 
 When General Winfield Scott’s army occupied Mexico City in 1847, Ramírez fled with the 
seven volumes of Lord Kingsborough’s Antiquities of Mexico housed in the Museo Nacional, and 
Scott’s army did in fact loot several repositories and carry books and manuscripts back to 
Washington. Johannsen writes with perhaps unintentional understatement that U.S. soldiers were 
“avid souvenir hunters” while in Mexico, noting with no comment that “newspapers frequently 
reported the arrival in the United States of pieces destined for museums” (157). Cushing happily 
reported the opportunities for “collecting” to Prescott, writing that “an officer stationed in Mexico 
could collect a great deal that is valuable in the way of MSS, the public archives and convents being 
in our hands, and of antiquities, for which proper researches by excavation have never been made.”80 
Although as a patrician Whig Prescott opposed the war, he condoned this archival plunder, replying 
that the U.S. army’s “temporary possession” of Mexico offered an excellent opportunity “to disinter 
some of the Aztec monuments and MSS” since the Mexican archives, both public and private, had 
heretofore been “hoarded up from the eyes of the scholar.”81 Former Whig congressman Charles 
Naylor was appointed “librarian” of the Mexican archives, which were “in a most confused 
condition,” and tasked with putting them in order.82 It was rumored that General Winfield Scott had 
                                                
79 WHP to Susan Amory Prescott, 5 April 1846, Wolcott 590. 
80 Qtd. in Johannsen, 246. 
81 WHP to Caleb Cushing, 3 April 1848, in Rollo Ogden, William Hickling Prescott (Houghton Mifflin, 
1904), 205-07. 
82 Ibid., 246-7. 
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threatened to remove the famed Calendar Stone in Mexico City back to the United States if Mexico 
refused to agree to peace terms, and when he returned to the U.S. in triumph he brought spoils of 
war in the form of manuscripts, books, and records from the library in the Jesuit college in the 
capital.83 If Mexican independence had ushered in an era of informal imperialism and an open 
season on Mesoamerican antiquities, the U.S.-Mexican War marked the transition to a more literal 
plunder, not just of territory, but also of the archive.  
“La triste historia de la venta de la biblioteca”  
 Over the course of decades, Ramírez had assembled an impressive private collection, which 
by 1847 numbered seven thousand volumes. While he affectionately referred to it as his “predilecta 
mitad,” or “favorite half,”84 it was not amassed only for his own private benefit; he ardently hoped 
that it would eventually form the nucleus of a national library like the one he had called for in his 
“Notas.”85 But he was tormented by the thought that it would be dispersed after his death, and for 
two decades, amidst political turmoil in Mexico and two periods of exile in Europe, he tried to 
secure an institutional home for it. In an 1851 letter, he wrote that he was “truly suffering over my 
Library which has cost me so much money and years of fatigue to form, I have cherished and then 
abandoned a thousand plans about how to avoid its dispersion after my death, which has always 
been the end of my schemes.”86 When he learned in 1851 that the president, General Arista, was 
going to create a national library, he thought his collection could serve as its foundation and 
                                                
83 Ibid., 157. Some of these materials would eventually be returned to Mexico in 1854. See Roscoe R. 
Hill, “The Odyssey of Some Mexican Records,” Hispanic American Historical Review 24.1 (Feb. 1944): 
39–60. 
84 This carries the same sense as referring to one’s spouse as one’s “better half.” 
85 José Fernando Ramírez, Libros y Exilio  : Epistolario de José Fernando Ramírez Con Joaquín García 
Icazbalceta y Otros Corresponsales, 1838-1870, ed. Joaquín García Icazbalceta, Emma Rivas Mata, and 
Edgar Omar Gutiérrez López, (México, D.F. : Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 2010), 
37, 33. Hereafter cited parenthetically. 
86 “Verdaderamente alfigido de mi Biblioteca que me ha costado tanto dinero y años de fatiga para 
formarla, acariciaba y abandonaba mil planes sobre los medios de evitar su dispersión después de mi 
muerte, que ha sido simpre el fin de mis combinaciones.” Ibid., 37. 
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proposed to become the librarian. He sold part of his library to the local government of Durango, 
keeping the most valuable two thousand volumes related to Mexican history, and went to Mexico 
City to serve as the minister of foreign relations; in 1852 he assumed the directorship of the Museo 
Nacional. But in 1855 he was exiled to Europe, and in 1867 was again forced to leave the country. 
When he died in Bonn in 1871, what followed was, in the words of Mexican scholars Emma Rivas 
Mata and Edgar Omar Gutiérrez López, “the sad story of the sale of his library.”87  
 Seventy boxes of books were shipped back to his family in Mexico, and while his fellow 
historian García Icazbalceta offered the family “una fuerte suma” for the part of the collection 
related to the history of Mexico, they declined because they wanted to sell it as a single lot. However, 
not finding a buyer, they eventually lowered the price and sold the collection to a Mexican named 
Alfredo Chavero. Chavero had scholarly ambitions and apparently considered his purchase at least 
in part a working collection; he allowed García Icazbalceta access to the collection for his 
scholarship. But when in 1875 he fell into financial troubles, he sold the collection to a non-
intellectual, Manuel Fernandez del Castillo, who took it to Europe to sell to the highest bidder. The 
tension between book as irreplaceable text and book as commodity with exchange value comes into 
sharp focus here. And indeed, it is the very rarity of these books, their irreplaceability, that makes 
them so valuable and, perversely, encourages heirs and businessmen to disperse them.  
 Ramírez’s collection was auctioned off in London in 1880. The auction catalogue billed the 
sale as a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence: “We believe we do not exaggerate, when we say that no 
similar collection of books can again be brought into the English market.” Much of the collection, 
which could not “be even approximately duplicated,” went to Hubert Howe Bancroft, who recalled 
                                                
87 “La triste historia de la venta de la biblioteca.” Ibid., 61. It is striking that the language of loss used 
by Ramírez’s editors, contemporary Mexican scholars, resonates so strongly with the language used 
by Bustamante and Ramírez himself as they witnessed the extraction of Mexico’s “cultural 
patrimony” first-hand. They see the transfer of Ramírez’s library “al extranjero,” abroad, as “una de 
las perdidas bibliograficas mexicanas mas lamentables” (82), reminding us that the effects of this 
transfer continue to reverberate for Mexican academics today. 
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in his Literary Industries that the prices were so “exceedingly high” as to be unprecedented.88 Mata and 
Gutiérrez López note that the rise of Americana as a prestige collecting category, particularly in 
England and then in the United States, meant that book auctions in this period could count on 
drawing not only booksellers, scholars, and collectors but also representatives of scientific 
institutions, museums, and important public libraries, who would own these imprints “almost at any 
price” (81). According to Mata and Gutiérrez López’s calculations, many thousands of books in 
Ramírez’s possession when he died are not accounted for by the number listed in the 1880 auction 
catalogue, leaving their fate a mystery (86).  
 “Debió ser mia,” wrote García Icazbalceta—it should have been mine, to conserve in 
Mexico.89 He later noted in print that “the dispersion abroad of this precious part of the library of a 
friend has caused me enormous grief” (70), and elsewhere stated with certainty that these “extremely 
rare books and precious codices,” once taken out of the country, “will never return” (68). For his 
Colección de documentos para la historia de Mexico (1858-1866), a nationalist documentary publishing 
project similar to that of Navarrete in Spain, García Icazbalceta relied heavily on copies made from 
Prescott’s own collection of copies from Spanish repositories.90  
“A pretty good stock of new material”: Incorporation as appropriation 
  Ramírez’s critiques were not incorporated into the History of the Conquest of Mexico during 
Prescott’s lifetime. To increase his profits and maintain control over the production of his work, 
Prescott had stereotype plates made for its initial 1843 publication. This meant that the 1843 edition 
                                                
88 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Works of Hubert Howe Bancroft vol. 39, Literary Industries (San Francisco: 
The History Company, 1890), 195. 
89 But again, it is important to bear in mind that the rhetoric of dispossession employed by elite 
Mexican Creoles masks the indigenous dispossession carried out in their own national context. 
García Icazbalceta was himself a “great landowner of pure Spanish descent whose holdings had 
increased at the expense of neighboring Indian communities” and had a strong “anti-Aztec” 
position. See Keen 433. 
90 They corresponded between 1849 and 1856, and García Icazbalceta acknowledged Prescott’s 
assistance in the first volume of the Colección. See Jaksic 227 n92. 
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was essentially set in stone—or type metal, to be more exact. Any significant additions or 
corrections would necessitate typesetting the work again or making new plates, which would have 
been cost-prohibitive. Thus, the original plates continued to be used throughout Prescott’s lifetime 
and well after his death, when his heirs arranged for J. B. Lippincott Company in Philadelphia to 
continue printing editions from the original plates until 1873.91 The measures Prescott had taken to 
ensure his work’s success in the literary marketplace thus limited his ability to revise it in dialogue 
with international interlocutors—assuming, that is, that he would have thought it important to do 
so. 
 Near the end of his life, Prescott did begin work on a revised edition that would incorporate 
the corrections and additions made by Alamán and Ramírez in the two Mexican editions. In an 1858 
letter to Fanny Calderón, Prescott wrote that while “on the whole it is a severe trial—which few 
historians have experienced—to be subjected to so severe a criticism, sentence by sentence, of two 
of the most eminent scholars of their country,” their annotations furnished “particularly good 
materials” for Prescott’s own emendations and corrections for a new edition.92 While the letter 
suggests that Prescott was incorporating his Mexican interlocutors’ commentary because of his 
esteem for them, private memoranda from the same period point to a different purpose: to secure a 
new copyright on the basis of substantial revisions to the original. The same year, he noted: “I am 
now amusing myself with making some emendations and additional notes for a new edition some 
day or other of the ‘Conquest of Mexico.’ Two Mexican translations of that work, enriched with 
annotations, furnish a pretty good stock of new material for the purpose, and will enable me, with 
some other matter, to secure a good copyright for a new lease of years” (LM II: 230). Thus, 
Prescott’s belated public acknowledgment of the value of the attention bestowed on his work by 
                                                
91 C. Harvey Gardiner, Prescott and His Publishers (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1959), 41. 
92 WHP to Fanny Calderón, 7 Sep. 1858, qtd. in Jaksic, 151. 
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Mexican scholars is not so much an international dialogue as yet another appropriation. Their 
commentary becomes useful as a “pretty good stock of new material” with which Prescott can pad 
his original text to secure its continued profitability. If in 1843 Prescott had assumed proprietorship 
of materials copied from Spanish archives and, through them, a portion of Spanish American 
history, towards the end of his life he enclosed the intellectual work of his Mexican colleagues as 
well. 
 Finally, in 1873, Prescott’s last secretary John Foster Kirk published an updated edition that 
included both Prescott’s emendations, “chiefly derived from the copious annotations” by Alamán 
and Ramírez, and Kirk’s comments, marked “-Ed.” But in Kirk’s eyes the “minute labor bestowed 
upon” Prescott’s history by these “distinguished scholars” is simply a “guarantee of the value and 
general accuracy of the work.”93 The organization of the revised edition ensures that they remain in a 
supplemental position, relegated to the paratext and therefore serving not to enter into dialogue with 
the text but to bolster its authority even further. Kirk’s ostensibly “revised and corrected” edition 
rather incredibly maintains the body of the text as well as Prescott’s original footnotes unchanged. 
The “corrections” and emendations, either by Prescott or by his posthumous editor, are simply 
added to the original text and paratext. Because Prescott’s own emendations based on the Mexican 
historians are “often contradictory to the text,” they “have been printed between brackets,” and are 
thus set off as marginal to the original paratext. And rather than updating the original footnotes that 
Ramírez had so trenchantly demolished, Kirk leaves them intact and inserts, under them, his own 
footnotes to the footnotes. Kirk’s edition thus displays an accretion of paratext, with annotations in 
three voices: Prescott in the early 1840s, Alamán and Ramírez as refracted through Prescott’s own 
emendations made in the following decade, and Kirk mitigating his hero’s flaws after his death. 
Where the first edition regularly featured footnotes that took up a third or a half of the page, in 
                                                
93 William Hickling Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico, ed. John Foster Kirk, 3 vols. 
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1873), I: xiii. 
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Kirk’s revised edition, with footnotes to those original footnotes, they balloon to two-thirds or 
three-fourths of the page (fig. 3.1 & 3.2).  
 Kirk leaves intact the footnote featuring the dismissive remark about Ixtlilxochitl that had 
been the occasion for Ramírez’s devastatingly thorough refutation in his first “Nota.” Rather than 
remove the offending statement, Kirk adds a footnote in which he politely walks back its claims. He 
explains that “Ixtlilxochitl's language does not necessarily imply that he considered any of the 
relations he had received as false or absurd, nor does he say that he had rejected nine-tenths of 
them.” Kirk goes so far as to call Prescott’s account of Ixtlilxochitl’s sources “incorrectly described,” 
but he defers responsibility for explaining the error, instead referring the reader to a note “at the end 
of this Book” for further explanation of these sources. When the reader flips to the note for the 
promised explanation, it proves to be simply the unaltered essay on Ixtlilxochitl included in the 
chapter since the 1843 first edition (I: 13).  
 Thus, in both the Mexican editions and the posthumous revised edition edited by Kirk, we 
see a logic of accretion. Rather than alter the original text, Prescott’s interlocutors annotate and 
comment upon it. Ramírez’s critiques are launched from the pages of a self-declared “Supplement” 
to the work proper. Kirk incorporates only those that indisputably prove Prescott wrong, and even 
when his corrections are appended to the offending passage or note, it remains unchanged. In 
leaving the original text and authorial paratext intact, Kirk’s editorial apparatus ultimately serves only 
to reinforce the authority of the original by the sheer quantity of commentary bestowed upon it. The 
1873 revised edition thus consolidates what Richard Kagan has called “Prescott’s Paradigm,” a set of 
assumptions about Spain—and, I would add, about Mexico—that would continue to shape 
historiography for the next century and beyond.94  
                                                
94 Kagan coined the term to describe the understanding, encapsulated in Prescott’s work, of Spain as 
“the antithesis” of the United States: “America was the future—republican, enterprising, rational; 
while Spain—monarchical, indolent, fanatic—represented the past” (253). While this framework has 
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never been monolithic—in Prescott’s own day a range of more subtle commentary complicated 
these binaries—it ultimately “won the day” (40) See Kagan, “From Noah to Moses: The Genesis of 
Historical Scholarship on Spain in the United States” Spain in America: The Origins of Hispanism in the 
United States, ed. Richard Kagan (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2002): 21-48, and “Appendix,” 247-276. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Buckingham Smith, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, and the Layered Histories of La Flor ida  
  In the wake of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, with the annexation of a huge swath of 
northern Mexico, both the territory and its layered indigenous, colonial, and national histories 
became the domain of the United States. Even as state and corporate surveying expeditions were 
dispatched to take the measure of these new territories, the government also sought to bring new 
Indian populations under its control. This chapter focuses on Buckingham Smith, an antiquarian 
scholar and diplomat, whose trajectory in the years following the U.S.-Mexican War makes visible 
the links between U.S. imperial expansion and Indian removal.  
 Smith was an antiquarian collector, translator and compiler of Spanish archival documents 
related to the discovery and exploration of the New World. He was also a diplomat who found 
himself at the center of a turbulent period of U. S.-Mexican relations in the interval between the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) and the Gadsden Purchase (1853)—a period in which the 
threat of renewed war often loomed. As a member of the “class of scholar-pedants” who depended 
on foreign service appointments to support their studies abroad, he had secured his diplomatic 
posting in Mexico City as a means of facilitating his archival research on the early Spanish history of 
North America.1 During his 1850-1852 posting as Secretary of Legation, eight months of which he 
spent as interim Minister, Smith accumulated a “rich store of documents” related to the early history 
of the southern United States.2 At the same time, in 1851, he published the first complete English 
translation of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s Relación.3  
                                                
1 Brian W. Dippie, Catlin and his Contemporaries: The Politics of Patronage (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1990), 253. 
2 John Gilmary Shea, “Memoir of Thomas Buckingham Smith,” Álvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
Relation of Álvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, trans. Buckingham Smith (New York: Printed by J. Munsell 
for H.C. Murphy, 1871): 255-263, 257. 
3 In the early seventeenth century, Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative made its first appearance in English 
through a mention in Richard Hakluyt’s 1607 Virginia Richly Valued by the Description of the Maine Land 
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 First published in 1542, the Relación details the shipwreck, wanderings, and adventures of the 
first European to traverse the region then known as La Florida. Funded by the wealthy banker and 
collector George W. Riggs, the limited print run of one hundred high-quality quarto volumes was 
issued privately in Washington, D.C.; in 1871, a revised edition reached a larger audience. Featuring 
engraved maps charting Cabeza de Vaca’s trek from present-day Florida to California, the 1851 
edition has the distinction of being the first commentary—in a critical tradition already extensive by 
the mid-nineteenth century—to attempt a reconstruction of the expedition’s route in print.4 The 
southwestern portion of this route ran through the still-contested lands surrounding the new border 
between the United States and Mexico, which the joint U.S.-Mexican Boundary Commission had 
just begun to survey. I connect Smith’s diplomatic mission to fix the placement of the border with 
his desire to fix Cabeza de Vaca’s route, which included attempts to match up indigenous 
populations recorded by de Vaca to present-day indigenous populations—whose removal and lack 
of fixity Smith, as a Floridian, knew well. 
Buckingham Smith and the “Spanish Colonial History of this country” 
 An attorney, diplomat, and scholar, Buckingham Smith published several translations and 
documentary compilations related to the Spanish history of North America, while also amassing an 
extensive collection of original and transcribed documents during his diplomatic stints in Mexico 
and Spain. He was born on Cumberland Island, Georgia in 1810 to parents from Connecticut who 
took up residence in Florida when it was still a British possession; the family remained there as the 
territory passed into Spanish and then U. S. hands. In the 1820s, Smith’s father Josiah served as U. 
                                                                                                                                                       
of Florida Her Next Neighbor, and was partially paraphrased into English in Samuel Purchas’ 1625 
Purchas his Pilgrimes; both works employed the narrative as propaganda meant to promote English 
settlement of North America. See Rolena Adorno and Patrick Charles Pautz, eds., Alvar Núñez 
Cabeza de Vaca  : His Account, His Life, and the Expedition of Pánfilo de Narváez 3 vols. (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 3: 160. 
4 Adorno and Pautz, “Introduction,” The Narrative of Cabeza de Vaca (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2003), 18. 
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S. Consul in Mexico, and in 1824, at the age of fourteen, Buckingham went to Mexico to stay with 
him; according to his friend and biographer John Gilmary Shea, the younger Smith thus “grew up 
with a Spanish tone that never left him.”5 Smith’s childhood in a Florida claimed in turn by Britain, 
Spain, and finally the United States seems to have played a crucial role in shaping his scholarly 
interests, which were to center, throughout his career, on the early history of exploration and 
discovery in what the Spanish called La Florida. Arising from an antiquarian sensibility rooted in 
local place, Smith’s scholarly range would expand, like the nation, to encompass the new Southwest 
in the years following the U.S.-Mexican War. Smith worked to uncover and incorporate the layered 
indigenous, colonial, and extra-national histories of a newly transcontinental United States.  
Smith’s archival transcriptions became, after his death in 1871, an archive unto themselves, 
now known as the Buckingham Smith Collection. Purchased for the New-York Historical Society in 
1872, it comprises twenty-five volumes, consisting of full copies of early Spanish accounts; tracings 
or copies of early Florida maps; and five bound volumes of hundreds of documents dealing with 
North America—and particularly Florida—dating from 1500-1800.6 Many of these documents were 
transcribed from originals housed in the Archivo General de Siamancas and the Archivo General de 
Indias, to which Smith gained access while serving as a diplomat in Spain from 1855-1858. During 
his lifetime, Smith was able to publish one printed volume of documents, but the rest remained in 
manuscript form.7 Smith had a hand in institutional collection-building not only through his own 
                                                
5 Shea 255. 
6 New York philanthropist and NYHS benefactor John David Wolfe purchased Smith’s collection 
for the Society. See Evert Augustus Duyckinck, A Memorial of John David Wolfe: Read Before the New 
York Historical Society, June 4, 1872. With a Notice of Proceedings (New York: NYHS, 1872), 12. 
7 Before he departed for Mexico, Smith had circulated a prospectus for a documentary collection of 
materials relating to the Spanish exploration and colonization in La Florida or North America, 
similar to Navarrete’s project. Although Presoctt, George Bancroft, Francis Parkman and George 
Moore of the New-York Historical Society subscribed, Smith was not able to raise sufficient funds. 
Parkman wrote to Moore asking “[c]an’t you get a few more [subscriptions]? The thing ought to go 
on. It would be scandalous if it failed for want of encouragement.” Smith would eventually publish a 
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collection, but also through his contributions to his friend Peter Force’s impressive library, which 
numbered 22,500 volumes when it was purchased for $100,000 by the Library of Congress in 1867.8 
Smith’s archival transcriptions played a key role in the scholarship of a small but influential 
group of U. S. historians, leading Evert Augustus and George Long Duyckinck to assert, in their 
1866 Cyclopedia of American Literature, that “for the Spanish period or portion of our history, no one 
has rendered greater services to the cause of American literature than Buckingham Smith, of 
Florida.” They go on to explain that Smith’s “freedom from all jealousy or literary avarice made this 
knowledge accessible to all; and Sparks, Bancroft, Parkman, and others who have touched the field 
of Spanish-American history, have been indebted to him for researches, which no other could have 
made.”9 Likewise, the Florida historian George Rainsford Fairbanks dedicated his history of St. 
Augustine, Florida to Smith, “to whose efforts in the discovery and preservation of the history and 
antiquities of the Spanish dominion in America, a grateful acknowledgment is due from American 
scholars.”10 While Prescott hoarded his materials, Smith, like Navarrete, aimed to put his into 
circulation for the use of others.  
 Although Smith played an important role in the production of American history at 
midcentury by supplying Bancroft, Schoolcraft, and others with archival material, he is largely 
forgotten; writing in 1961, Harry Bernstein lamented the “unsatisfactory” nature of published 
information about Smith and declared, “he surely deserves a full-length biography.”11 Smith 
anticipated Hubert Howe Bancroft in his “driving intellectual aim of making the southern states, 
                                                                                                                                                       
single volume of the proposed project in London in 1857. See Harry Bernstein, Making an Inter-
American Mind (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1961), 154. 
8 Peter M. Van Wingen, “The Incunabula Collections at the Library of Congress,” Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Librarianship 4.2 (Sep. 1989): 85–100, 86-87. 
9 Evert Augustus Duyckinck and George Long Duyckinck, Cyclopaedia of American Literature, 2 vols. 
(New York: Charles Scribner, 1866) II: 156-157. 
10 George R. Fairbanks, The History and Antiquities of the City of St. Augustine, Florida (New York: 
Charles B. Norton, 1858). 
11 Bernstein 175. 
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from Texas to Florida, conscious and friendly to the Spanish influence in their original settlement 
and later history.12 Despite his importance to inter-American scholarly exchange and his 
contribution to the archive of Spanish American materials in the United States, Smith has not yet 
drawn interest from scholars of Hemispheric American studies, most likely because he did not 
produce narrative history. However, as an antiquarian collector and compiler, Smith was a 
practitioner of the third important strand of historiography in this moment, and I want to suggest 
that we cannot understand the narrative modes of historical romance and Romantic history without 
also attending to the work that was considered their foundation. Smith argued that his documents 
were essential to an understanding of “the Spanish Colonial History of this country, upon which . . . 
we have now only some accidental & at best reflected lights.”13 Furthermore, I will argue that 
Smith’s unusual brand of antiquarian mapping constitutes a significant, if overlooked, form of 
interpretive historical work.  
 Through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, antiquarianism and history developed as 
separate pursuits. The province of the antiquarian was “manners” and “prehistory,” both of which 
fell outside the scope of history proper. He attended to non-textual evidence such as artifacts and 
oral traditions, and to subject matter such as local history and what we would now call “material 
culture” rather than the political history of great men.14 Ann Rigney explains that antiquarians 
“carried out original research using a variety of sources into a huge range of human activities,” while 
historians strove for “a coherent ‘philosophical’ narrative.” Antiquarians focused on “research and 
                                                
12 Ibid. 151-152. 
13 Qtd. in Dippie, 254. 
14 Marilyn Butler, “Antiquarianism (Popular),” An Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age: British Culture, 




collecting,” the “spadework” of history, over narrative composition.15 The figure of the antiquarian 
had long been a subject of popular ridicule for his obsessive attention to detail and hoarding of 
worthless objects; a tongue-in-cheek description from 1699 cast the antiquarian as a “curious Critick 
in old Coins, Stones and Inscriptions, in Worm-eaten Records and ancient Manuscripts; also one 
that affects and blindly doats, on Relicks, Ruins, old Customs, Phrases and Fashions.”16 However, in 
the eighteenth century, Gibbon had combined antiquarian research with philosophical history, and 
with the rise of German philological methods of “scientific history” in the nineteenth century, 
antiquarian procedures were further integrated into history.17 Ranke continued to insist, however, 
that only written sources were legitimate bases for scientific history, so the split between texts and 
artifacts persisted. Walter Scott was himself an antiquarian collector and incorporated antiquarian 
concerns into his historical fiction even as he mocked antiquarian characters. In the nineteenth 
century, then, elements of antiquarianism were being incorporated into both narrative history and 
historical fiction. At the same time, empirical antiquarian research into artifacts remained a separate 
pursuit and would contribute to the development of archaeology as a separate discipline later in the 
nineteenth century.18 
Draining the Everglades 
Florida became a state in 1845, and shortly thereafter, in 1847, Smith was appointed by the 
Secretary of the Treasury to assess the feasibility of draining the Everglades of Florida. His report, 
submitted to Congress in 1848, puts antiquarian research and practice into the service of state 
territorial ambitions and Indian removal. It combines evidence drawn from his personal survey of 
                                                
15 Ann Rigney, Imperfect Histories: The Elusive Past and the Legacy of Romantic Historicism (Ithaca: Cornell 
UP, 2001), 72. 
16 Qtd. in Susan Manning, “Antiquarianism, the Scottish Science of Man, and the emergence of 
modern disciplinarity,” Scotland and the Borders of Romanticism, ed. Leith Davis, Ian Duncan, and Janet 
Sorensen (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004): 57-76, 58. 
17 Cheng 25. 
18 See Sam Smiles, The Image of Antiquity: Ancient Britain and the Romantic Imagination  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1994). 
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the area and from the historical record to argue that the drainage project is not only possible, but 
also quite likely to advance the cause of Manifest Destiny beyond the government’s wildest 
expectations. Smith advocates the drainage of the Everglades as a means to encourage white settlers 
to inhabit the region, which would speed the removal of the Seminoles to territories west of the 
Mississippi.19 In addition to promoting Indian removal, Smith argues that the colonization of the 
Everglades would secure Florida’s slave population against the emancipated black population of the 
British Bahamas, which currently “aid[s] and abet[s] slaves in Florida to abscond” to the nearby 
islands and raises the specter of “foreign incendiarism doing mischief” (27). With this newly-secured 
enslaved population, Smith envisions the transformation of the Everglades into a plantation 
complex for the cultivation of sugar and other subtropical crops that would create a West Indies-
style economy on domestic soil.20 Now “suitable only for the haunt of noxious vermin, or the resort 
of pestilent reptiles,” it can be made to “teem with the products of agricultural industry; to be 
changed into a garden in which can be reared many and various exotics, introduced for the first 
time for cultivation in the United States” (34). 
 Smith’s report draws on the records of previous colonial regimes in Florida to make it 
legible as a U.S. state. The Everglades could not be surveyed by the United States until drained, so 
Smith relied for information on all the colonial maps he could gather, from the periods of both 
British and Spanish administration. He begins by reporting that he had “procured previously and 
                                                
19 Buckingham Smith, “Report of Buckingham Smith, Esq.,” in Sidney Breese, “Report: [To 
Accompany Bill S. No. 338.] ‘To Authorize the Draining of the Ever Glades, in the State of 
Florida’” Serial Set vol. 512, Session vol. 1. 30th Congress, 1st Session. S.Rpt. 242 (August 12, 1848), 
24. Hereafter cited parenthetically. 
20 Philip Curtin coined the term “plantation complex” to denote the transnational formation that 
linked the U.S. South with the Caribbean. While many Southerners in this era supported the South’s 
imperial expansion into Cuba and Mexico through filibustering, Smith envisions something like an 
incorporation of the Caribbean into the national body. For the concept of the “hemispheric south,” 
see Deborah Cohn and Jon Smith, eds., Look Away!: The U.S. South in New World Studies (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2004). For Southern expansion, see Caroline Levander, “Confederate Cuba,” 
American Literature 78.4 (Dec. 2006): 821–45. 
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examined such books, maps, and charts” as could offer any information about the area. 
Unfortunately, his acquisitions did not amount to much; while Smith considers it “not unlikely” that 
Spain had conducted surveys of the Everglades during the time it controlled Florida, these, “in 
conformity to the accustomed policy of Spain,” are probably now “buried in its archives” in Cuba or 
Mexico (10).21 Smith then turns to history, giving a “recital of some of the leading incidents of the 
history of South Florida” to demonstrate that the region’s “latent and dormant resources” have 
never been offered a “proper opportunity” for development: “The vicissitudes of its history are a 
cogent answer to the query, ‘If South Florida is such a valuable region, why has not the discovery 
been made long since[?]’” (23-24). Smith blames the region’s current status as “worse than 
worthless” (34) on colonial mismanagement by the British and, most recently, the U.S. 
“consolidation” of many different Indian tribes in the same region, which enabled their resistance 
and impeded white settlement along Florida’s coast (22).  
The Seminole Wars thus form the backdrop of Smith’s report. Between this historical 
overview and the section containing Smith’s logistical recommendations, the issue of Indian removal 
reappears in a new key, that of romantic antiquarianism, in an extended reflection on the layered 
indigenous and colonial pasts of this landscape. This odd interlude begins when Smith asks the 
Congressional reader to “imagine” the Everglades in his mind’s eye and paints a detailed picture of 
this “remarkable” terrain: a “vast lake of freshwater” extending in every direction “beyond the reach 
of human vision,” and “studded with thousands of islands.” All is sublimely still: “No human being, 
                                                
21 The 1819 Adams-Onís Treaty stipulated an official transfer of Spanish archival records, but 
Spanish officials refused to turn them over. Fearing (correctly) that they would be removed to Cuba, 
acting governor Andrew Jackson ordered the seizure of papers at notaries’ offices in 1821, and U.S. 
representatives complied by breaking down the doors. Nevertheless, 730 bundles of records related 
to Florida and Louisiana were taken to Havana, and U.S. diplomatic efforts to recover them 
continued through the 1820s. See Sherry Johnson, “East Florida Papers, 1784-1821,” Florida 
Historical Quarterly 71.1 (Jul. 1992): 63–69; “A Memorial to James Alexander Robertson,” Florida 
Historical Quarterly 21.2 (Oct. 1942): 155–69. 
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civilized or savage, inhabits the interior of the glades.” This “profound and wild solitude” gives rise 
to a reverie on the successive stages of the human history of the region: 
Reflections upon the past history of the region around you, unbidden, force themselves 
upon the visitor to the interior of the Glades. On these islands, in ages that have long since 
passed away, the haughty and ferocious Carib cacique dwelt. He and his people were driven 
from their homes by more powerful people, who were in turn expelled by stronger foes. 
Here the daring and reckless buccaneer of later times came, after his cruise for plunder, to 
revel in safety upon his unhallowed spoils. Once in this secluded spot the Catholic 
missionary pursued the heavenly vocation of teaching the benighted pagan the truths of the 
gospel; and here he sealed his devotion to his God by yielding up his life to the vengeance of 
the infidel savage. Part of these glades are now in the allotted district of the wily and intrepid 
Arpiarka, the chief of those of his tribe that fought so fiercely and so obstinately in resisting 
the enforcement of the policy of the federal government of removing them west; and who 
finally succeeded in constraining the United States to abandon that policy, and allow them to 
remain still longer on the hunting grounds, and near the graves of their fathers (29).  
Smith here indulges a vein of romantic antiquarianism more akin to the narrative techniques of 
Walter Scott than the scientific survey. And indeed, he notes wryly that the effect of this landscape 
“upon a person of romantic imagination” would, “it may be presumed,” be “somewhat poetic.” Not 
owning to possessing this quality himself, he makes a sharp reversal; if, on the other hand, the visitor 
“is a man of practical, utilitarian turn of thought, the first and the abiding impression is the utter 
worthlessness to civilized man, in its present condition, for any useful or practical object, of the entire 
region!” (29). Smith, trained as an attorney, is a skilled rhetorician; this moment shows him taking up 
the tools of Romantic narrative to produce a political effect.  
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 Invoking the well-worn stadial model, according to which indigenous peoples are “expelled” 
by a succession of European colonizers who themselves pass away, allows the listener to indulge in a 
romantic nostalgia for the “haughty and ferocious Carib cacique,” the “daring and reckless 
buccaneer,” the hapless missionary, and, strikingly, even the present-day Seminole leader, the “wily 
and intrepid Arpiarka [sic].” Arpieka, also known as Sam Jones, was a Micosukee leader who had led 
Seminole resistance to removal during the second Seminole War (1835-42). Elsewhere in the report 
he is repeatedly cast as one of the region’s most intractable problems, a “deterrent” to white 
settlement. Smith concedes that “it is not probable that these Indians will be induced, for some 
years hence, to join their nation on the other side of the Mississippi,” and while they stay, “the 
region will not, for many years, be occupied by very few [sic] human beings besides these Indians” 
(24-25). But in the romantic stadialism of the reverie, Arpieka’s desire to “remain still longer on the 
hunting grounds, and near the graves of [his] fathers” is met with sympathetic identification. The 
stadial model of the noble but vanishing Indian is useful for antebellum writers for precisely this 
reason: the doomed native, no longer a threat in the present, can be relegated to a national past and 
claimed as a romantic symbol.22 But stadialism depends on pushing the native figure into the past; 
here, the model of successive settlement is brought to a halt in the present with the refusal of the 
Seminoles to give way to their rightful successors, white U.S. settlers. This occasions the abrupt 
rhetorical turn—while the familiar stadialist trope induces a “poetic” cast of mind, Smith jolts his 
readers out of this mindset by reminding them that the proper first response to this landscape for a 
man of a “utilitarian” bent is not a romantic nostalgia and identification with the savage, but the 
immediate and emphatic pronouncement of its “utter worthlessness to civilized man.” Lulled into a 
complacent sympathy, the reader is then jolted into the recognition that this progression is not 
                                                
22 For stadialism as popularized by Walter Scott and adapted for an American context by James 
Fenimore Cooper, see George Dekker, The American Historical Romance (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987), 73-98. 
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supposed to end with the Seminoles continuing to occupy the “now” of the present moment. 
However noble their resistance, they must be “induced” to cede the stage to settlers proper to a 
recently-incorporated U.S. state.  
 The report thus deftly shifts between rhetorical modes that demand different readerly 
responses. While Smith never wrote narrative history, he is obviously drawing on the same kinds of 
conceptual models as writers such as Irving and Prescott and framing his relationship to the past in 
similar ways. There is one key difference, however: Irving, Bird, and Prescott never visited the places 
they wrote about, so their visions of the past were entirely mediated through texts and visual 
representations. Smith, by contrast, treats a Spanish past that occurred within the present bounds of 
his home state and continues to saturate its landscape. For Smith, as we will see, history is always 
tied to the land, and his work with textual sources insists on the primacy of the referent.  
 Smith’s emphasis on land, when linked with the various official capacities in which he served 
the U.S. federal government, also materializes the link between history and territory, between 
scholarship and the state. Smith’s report demonstrates that in this moment, Romantic 
antiquarianism, archival research, and scientific surveying could converge under state sponsorship 
and shape political decisions of momentous consequence. Rhetorically, an antiquarian engagement 
with the past becomes a tool to further state goals. The report ends with the conviction that the 
“statesman” who exerts himself on behalf of the bill will not only increase the “resources and wealth 
and independence of his country”; “He will have created a State!” On display in the report are two 
historical stances that, I will argue, were intertwined throughout Smith’s career: Romantic 
antiquarianism, and instrumental statecraft. Smith’s 1848 report makes visible, then, the ways in 
which scholarship can combine with worldly exertions to shape the future of the nation.  
Cabeza de Vaca and La Flo r ida  
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 Smith’s government-sponsored research into Florida history also laid the groundwork for his 
first scholarly publication, in which he turned from scientific surveying to historical mapping. Smith 
began work on his translation of Cabeza de Vaca in late 1848, after the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo had ended the U.S.-Mexican War and the U.S. had annexed a vast swath of northern 
Mexico. His choice of the Relación as his first antiquarian publication seems to have been influenced 
at least in part by the widespread interest that the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo had drawn to the 
newly-acquired borderlands that Cabeza de Vaca was the first European to traverse. In a November 
20, 1848 letter to his friend and fellow antiquarian collector Peter Force, Smith describes a recently-
received shipment of books from Europe that includes “wh [sic] I value most of all—the edition of 
Cabeza of 1855, both title pages however wanting, ‘cut’ and ‘worried’!”23 But its less-than-pristine 
condition will not detract from Smith’s purpose for it; as he explains, “I was advised the other day 
to make a translation & offer it to the Harpers; I believe that in Hackluyt is an abridgment only. 
That by Terneaux is free.”24 This unknown advisor no doubt thought that Harpers, the publishers of 
Prescott’s works, would be interested in a newly-translated narrative about the first European 
journey across the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Publishers at this moment were doing a brisk trade not 
only in soldiers’ accounts of the war, but also in reprints of older books and maps about Mexico that 
were brought out to meet popular demand. 
 The same letter reveals that before beginning the translation, Smith already had a strong 
interest in mapping history onto the local landscape, and his work with the Florida Land Office for 
his Everglades report seems to have given him a means to do so. He writes:  
                                                
23 Smith was not aware of the 1542 manuscript edition of the Relación when he undertook his 1851 
translation, but later incorporated it into his discussion of the work’s publication history in the 1871 
revised edition. See Adorno and Pautz 1999, 3: 179. 
24 BS to Peter Force, St. Augustine, 20 Nov. 1848, Peter Force papers, Series I: General 
Correspondence, 1812-1867, Box I: 8 (1846-50), Manuscript Division, Library of Congress 
(Hereafter LC-PF). 
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I have ascertained by the old people of the country and my books pretty nearly the sites of 
the ancient forts of French history on the St. Johns River, as well the place of Massacre 
some twenty miles to the South of this city. I am now only waiting for you to come when we 
will make an exploration for them—perhaps will prove the first of this kind in Florida that 
ever was made . . . . I know more about the things now than I can tell you in a letter, and 
have the passages in the books applicable at hand & marked. I have drawn large maps of the 
places from the surveys at the Land Office—so you will have nothing to do but to listen and 
look & give me your opinions. 
Here, a latter-day “exploration” holds for Smith the thrill of discovery and even primacy, as perhaps 
“the first of this kind in Florida.” His promised tour triangulates “passages in the books applicable 
at hand & marked,” sites marked on “large maps of the places” obtained from state surveys, and the 
landscape itself. All three combine to superimpose history onto the land, enabling the antiquarian to 
become an “explorer” by retracing the footsteps of sixteenth-century expeditions. Michael Shanks 
has located in nineteenth-century antiquarian practice a “critical (and archaeological) topos or 
rhetorical structure” that he calls “place/event,” or the sense that “this happened here.” This 
“archeological imagination” is invested in the “topological folding of history and geography.”25 
Smith’s interest in mapping, I want to suggest, comes from this sense of the land bearing witness.  
 In the absence of visible ruins, the North American land that the Spanish called La Florida 
itself becomes a kind of material relic that conjures the immanence of an invisible history. The map 
is a performative script that joins space and time and enables a pilgrimage to the historical site.26 
Once located, the physical site enables the antiquarian to come into contact with the past in a bodily 
                                                
25 Michael Shanks, The Archaeological Imagination (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2012), 146, 89. 
26 Lucy Peltz and Martin Myrone remind us that antiquarianism was “not necessarily a passive, 
bookish knowledge. Instead, it evolved in tandem with the rise of domestic and international 
tourism.” See Peltz and Myrone, eds., Producing the Past: Aspects of Antiquarian Culture and Practice, 
1700-1850 (Brookfield: Ashgate, 1999), 3. 
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way. Nineteenth-century Americans treasured “relics,” material artifacts that had been in proximity 
to a historical figure or event. These “association objects,” explains Teresa Burnett, were 
understood to “bring the past into physical convergence with the present.” The relic, “standing like 
a placeholder in time’s flow,” conveys the observer “to the site of a historically specific 
phenomenon.”27 Here, in the absence of physical traces, the land itself becomes the material 
remainder, the relic imbued with permanence. Like a relic, the historical site creates a “relationship 
with the past,” and standing in the footsteps of famous historical figures produces in the 
antiquarian pilgrim “certain emotional states.”28 Smith’s interpretive work lies in his historical 
mapping, which allows a romantic experience of access to the past. The antiquarian impulse was 
rooted in the local, and as Susan Manning notes, this personal investment fostered a particular 
“form of engagement” with the past, in which “the recovery of family ‘relics,’ local landmarks, and 
memorabilia evoked sentimental and proprietorial responses, often of a very personal nature.”29 
Smith’s interest in Cabeza de Vaca’s route began, I suggest, with its connection to Florida, but 
eventually led him across the continent to the new U.S.-Mexico borderlands.  
 Reconstructing the route of Cabeza de Vaca proved more difficult than that of Ribault, for 
which Smith could enlist “the old people of the country” as informants. As one of Smith’s 
correspondents noted, “the route of the adventurers or rather the vestiges of it—seem to be as 
completely effaced as if they, like many of Florida’s streams, had suddenly “run into the ground.”30 
Smith therefore began writing to leading scholars of Indian ethnology and linguistics for assistance 
in fixing Cabeza’s route by matching up the tribes he encountered on his trek with ethnological 
details in later accounts.  
                                                
27 Teresa Barnett, Sacred Relics : Pieces of the Past in Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2014), 68. 
28 Ibid. 26. 
29 Manning 63. 
30 John Beard to BS, Tallahassee 10 Jun. 1850, LC-BS. 
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On August 4, 1849 Smith wrote to Albert Gallatin, the co-founder and president of the 
American Ethnological Society and the “leading figurehead” of the study of Native American 
language families. Gallatin had in 1836 published “A Synopsis of the Indian Tribes of North 
America,” which used philological methods to map the relationships between Indian languages and 
thereby offer a theory of Native American origins.31 Smith explains by way of opening that he has 
“made an English translation of the “Naufragios” of Cabeza de Vaca from the edition of 1855,” and 
wishes to publish it “with a map attempting in no way to confine the reader to any portion of the 
country over which the course lay but wherein there is certainty.” Thus far, he continues, “I can 
very exactly point out the place of landing, and the direction of the march for a considerable 
distance.” For the next portion of Cabeza de Vaca’s journey, Smith seems to have concluded that 
the best geographical evidence is to be found in his account’s descriptions of the Indian tribes he 
encountered: 
In the 26 Chapter of this work he gives the names and positions, relatively to each other, of 
the savage nations apparently not far from the mouth of the Mississippi river. You could 
probably give me some certain information here, & be able to direct my attention to those 
authors who have subsequently spoken of them. This knowledge may assist to fix the 
whereabouts of the Spaniards in their progress to the Gulf of California.32  
Although Smith notes in the same letter that “it is impossible to read the account without deep 
interest, and to see that the writer was an extraordinary man and of extraordinary fortunes,” his 
notes signal little interest in casting Cabeza de Vaca in a heroic mold or accessing his interior states. 
                                                
31 For Gallatin, mapping Indian language families was a way to trace migration patterns from Asia 
and thus to advance a monogenist account of Native American origins. Robert Gunn, “John Russell 
Bartlett’s Literary Borderlands: Ethnology, War, and the United States Boundary Survey,” Western 
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32 BS to Albert Gallatin, St. Augustine 4 Aug. 1849,  Buckingham Smith papers, 1702-1857,  Peter 
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Rather, Smith’s interest seems to be in the land itself as made visible and recorded by the Relación, 
and his central concern is to tease out the details of the terrain Cabeza de Vaca traversed. Both his 
correspondence about the translation and his eventual notes and paratextual apparatus reveal a 
conviction that Cabeza de Vaca’s account contains valuable empirical observations about the land 
and its inhabitants that have been overlooked: “I think (I have no doubt) that so far Cabeza has 
been unreasonably discredited, and our authors (trusting perhaps too far to translations) have not 
examined his account with attention.” “For my own part,” Smith writes, “I can see no reason to 
doubt any thing that he says, but many facts to confirm his statement.”33   
 Thus, Smith’s interest in historical mapping led to an interest in Indian linguistics and 
ethnology as a way to fix the positions of Cabeza de Vaca’s route. However, Smith was to find that 
the Indian removal he had endorsed in his report on the Everglades hindered his attempt to fix 
positions by using tribes as a kind of landmark or topographical feature. Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, 
who was at this moment presiding over the completion of a comprehensive six-volume reference 
work on the “History, Condition and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States” 
commissioned by Congress in 1846, responded to Smith’s request for information with a word of 
caution. “It must be recollected,” he wrote, “that about 322 years have passed since the expedition 
of Nuñez: 
There is probably not a tribe of Indians, within 500 miles of the Gulf, now living on the 
ground it then did, or having the same name. These tribes were subject to great mutations, in 
various ways, and it would be difficult to trace them by the names the Spanish have left, until 
we strike the high grounds, between the Rio Grande, high up, and the Gila.34 
                                                
33 Ibid. 
34 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft to BS, enclosure n.d., LC-BS. 
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Schoolcraft asserts that all indigenous groups have undergone “great mutations” that make historical 
inquiry impossible. This understanding is what led Gallatin, Schoolcraft, and eventually Smith to an 
interest in philology as a way to map the indigenous past through language families and diffusion. 
 By 1850, in part through this kind of ethnological inquiry, Smith had worked out a possible 
route. He traced it on copies of recent maps of the Gulf Coast from the U.S. Coast Survey, the U.S. 
government’s “preeminent scientific institution at mid-nineteenth century,” which his friend Henry 
C. Murphy helped him secure.35 In a letter to Force written from St. Augustine, Florida and dated 
January 31, 1850, Smith reported: “I have made a careful translation of the march of Narváez, and 
put to it as many comments as are fitting to a classic in modern days. Maps are now preparing . . . . I 
have fixed the position of several nations of Indians, or tribes—I don’t know which—on the Gulf 
Coast, at an early day, and the juxtaposition of about a dozen more.”36  
Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s Relación, 1542/1851 
While it seems that Smith had originally conceived of the translation as a potentially 
profitable project that would interest Harpers, the 1851 edition was instead published privately in an 
edition of only one hundred copies through the patronage of George Washington Riggs, the wealthy 
Washington, D.C. banker and collector who would also bankroll several of Smith’s other 
publications. The only framing device before the text is a short note, dated January 1, 1851, by 
Riggs. He rhetorically presents “this account of one of the earliest explorations of territory within 
the limits of the United States, and of its inhabitants” to “a few personal friends, whose tastes and 
whose studies induce them to examine the history of our country from the beginning.” Under this 
patronage model, print is not directed toward the marketplace or the public sphere; rather, it is a 
form of coterie circulation. 
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University of Texas Press, 2001), 44; Henry C. Murphy to Thomas H. Bayley, [Picattlya?] 5 June 
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36 BS to Peter Force, St. Augustine 31 Jan. 1850, LC-PF. 
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As the earliest European account of the interior of the North American continent, Álvar 
Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s 1542 Relación became the “fundamental text” in shaping European 
understandings of the lands then known as La Florida. Initially presented in manuscript to Emperor 
Charles V as a text offering valuable information on the geography and natural and human resources 
of southern North America, it was republished in 1555 in a new edition oriented to a more general 
audience.37 Drafted in Spain between 1538 and 1540, Cabeza de Vaca’s account relates “the nine 
years I walked lost and naked through many and very strange lands.”38  
Cabeza de Vaca embarked from Spain as a member of the Pánfilo de Narváez expedition, 
which landed at Tampa Bay in 1528 intending to conquer La Florida.39 Instead, the Spanish party 
faced armed resistance by native Floridians; on the verge of starvation, they constructed makeshift 
rafts that shipwrecked along the Gulf Coast. One of only four survivors, Cabeza de Vaca spent the 
next eight years dependent on (and sometimes enslaved by) the native peoples he and the other 
Spaniards encountered as they made their way along the Gulf coast. Crossing inland to the Pacific 
coast, they stumbled upon fellow Spaniards in northern New Spain and were escorted to Mexico 
City in 1536.40 Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative thus offers itself as the sole thing “a man who came away 
                                                
37 Adorno and Pautz have identified four written accounts of Cabeza de Vaca’s journey: the “Relación 
Conjunta” (Joint Report) of the three survivors, composed in 1536 but then lost; the Relación written 
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38 Ibid., 1: 21 
39 Ibid., 1: 23. 
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shift from medieval to modern travel narrative. First-person stories of “shipwrecks, castaways, 
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safe context for staging intercultural transgression, since the existence of the text itself guarantees 
the “correct” outcome: “the survivor survived, and sought reintegration into the home society.” See 
Pratt, Imperial Eyes : Travel Writing and Transculturation (New York: Routledge, 1992), 20, 86-87. 
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naked could carry out with him.”41 The instrumental knowledge arising from these experiences is 
offered in the service of future conquest and conversion, being “information not trivial for those 
who in your name might go to conquer those lands and at the same time bring them to knowledge 
of the true faith and the true Lord and service to Your Majesty.”42 
Ralph Bauer notes that this explicit positioning of the text as empirical evidence, along with 
its apparent realism and “conspicuous lack of the rhetorical figures of verisimilitude,” have led many 
commentators to understand the Relación as “documentary source material.”43 But while the Relación 
casts itself as a transparent account, Bauer shows that Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative draws on narrative 
conventions to effect multiple generic shifts; beginning as a “‘magical’ story of conquest, fame, and 
fortune, [it] is aborted by shipwreck but transforms into a ‘miraculous’ story of pilgrimage that 
finally leads to the nostos of the effaced proto-scientific observer.”44  
Adorno and Pautz, meanwhile, demonstrate that the Relación is highly mediated as a 
retrospective document. While the account initially details this sequence of events chronologically, 
its temporal scheme grows increasingly complicated as Cabeza de Vaca incorporates the first-hand 
stories narrated to him by other survivors and fills in gaps retrospectively. Adorno and Pautz 
suggest, then, that Cabeza de Vaca “wrote with his full nine-year experience continually in mind.”45 
They insist that the Relación cannot be read for its referent as “a transparent source by which to 
access the Amerindian world of North America, its flora and fauna”; rather, they suggest, it must be 
understood as an account of European perceptions of the New World in this moment. Thus, they 
have “refrained from offering a specific route” for Cabeza de Vaca’s wanderings, because 
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“conclusive specific identifications are beyond reach.”46 Likewise, they have resisted the impulse to 
correlate the ethnic groups mentioned in the Relación with those mentioned in later accounts, as well 
as any attempt to identify ethnic groups Cabeza de Vaca describes but does not name.  
Both the attempt to reconstruct the route and the impulse to fix ethnic groups were 
“inaugurated,” they note, by Buckingham Smith’s English translation, which “represent[s] the 
earliest line of speculation on the route of the Narváez expedition.”47 I suggest that the defining 
feature of the 1851 edition of Smith’s translation is an emphasis on the referent, the empirical data 
that can be recovered or extracted from Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative. While Cabeza de Vaca’s Relación 
narrativizes his journey, Smith works backwards to extract a collection of facts that can be used to 
reconstruct the route. Smith later wrote that his translation was “intended to be literal.”48 In an 1849 
letter he explained that “[i]n it I have kept near to the Spanish idiom, not willing by running far into 
ours to depart from the rough and simple outlines of the original, and almost necessarily many times 
of giving false shades of colouring.”49 Featuring no prefatory material by Smith, the 1851 edition is 
presented as a largely unmediated translation with notes compiled at the end of the text.50  
Smith’s notes emerge, like Prescott’s, from a climate of “growing concern for citation,”51 
but they are the product of an antiquarian rather than a philosophical sensibility. The most obvious 
distinction between Smith and Prescott’s notes is the simple matter of format. While Prescott had 
insisted on footnotes to provide a running corroboration of and commentary on his narrative, 
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Smith’s notes are compiled as endnotes at the back of the volume. They generally confine 
themselves to corroboration and explanation, foregoing Prescott’s comic and literary flourishes. 
Although Smith does indulge in speculation and conjecture concerning matters such as itineraries 
and rights of first discovery, the 1851 notes are mainly concerned to explicate references to flora 
and fauna, units of measurement and currency, and Spanish and indigenous terminology; frequent 
references to authorities such as Herrera, De Bry, Oviedo, and Garcilaso de la Vega are generally 
made in the interest of factual corroboration. For instance, one note explains that the mention of 
“deer of three kind” in the narrative “means, no doubt, the elk, the antelope, and the common deer; 
the two first he probably saw afterward farther to the west” (25, 127). Others describe plant species 
such as mesquite and yucca or convert antiquated units of measurement such as the league, the 
“palm,” and the “juego de la barra.” One reproduces a moon chart obtained from the National 
Observatory that attempts to date this portion of the narrative through Cabeza de Vaca’s mention of 
a new moon at the beginning of the month of September (132).  
Rhetorically, this emphasis on the referents of Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative suggests a one-to-
one correspondence between the geographic and ethnological features of Cabeza de Vaca’s 
narrative and the current landscape. Most significant, in this context, is the equation of indigenous 
groups described by Cabeza de Vaca with groups identified much later. Identifications of flora and 
fauna exist alongside attempts to pinpoint the locations of the various indigenous tribes; for Smith, 
it seems, indigenous peoples are part of this landscape.  
Smith’s efforts to extract facts from the narrative stem, I suggest, from his desire to 
reconstruct Cabeza de Vaca’s route. Smith de-narrativizes Cabeza de Vaca’s Relación in order to plot 
his journey on the seven maps appended to the end of the translation (attached hereto as figures 4.1 
through 4.7). Because the details that would allow such a reconstruction are relatively scarce in 
Cabeza de Vaca’s account, pinpointing the location of the various indigenous groups he encounters 
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becomes crucial to Smith’s project. In Chapter 26, which Smith titles “Of the Nations and 
Tongues,” Cabeza de Vaca “enumerate[s] the nations and tongues that exist from the Island of 
Malhado to the farthest limit.”52 He does so not just for “the gratification of that desire which men 
have to learn the customs and manners of each other,” but also in the service of gathering 
intelligence useful for later attempts at conquest, “that those who hereafter at some time find 
themselves amongst these people may be intelligent in their usages and artifice, the value of which 
they will not find inconsiderable in such event” (83). Smith explains in a note that he has used the 
information in this chapter to “mar[k] in their succession on the maps the nations of savages living 
along the shores.” He concedes that fixing exact locations is impossible: “Some of the names, and 
much the greater part, have received their localities without positive authority, but in placing them 
an effort has been made to fix their relative positions” (133).   
Smith plotted Cabeza de Vaca’s route on recently-surveyed maps from the Coast Survey 
Bureau and had them engraved by a mapmaker employed by the Survey. Smith’s decision to use the 
most up-to-date and scientifically accurate topographic maps available points to a concern for a 
precise mapping of the route Cabeza de Vaca followed more than three hundred years previous and 
a desire to ensure the mimetic value of the maps as exact representations of the land itself. Smith’s 
investment in this mimetic function becomes especially clear in light of the significant drawbacks 
posed by the available Coast Survey maps.  
First and most obvious, while the Coast Survey was in many ways tied to the new Boundary 
Commission appointed after the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo to fix the new border between 
Mexico and the United States, sharing a number of surveyors and mapmakers, its ambit was 
confined to the coastline.53 Thus, Smith is obliged to skip the overland portion of Cabeza de Vaca’s 
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route, which cuts across the landlocked area that the Boundary Commission was just beginning to 
survey. Much of Cabeza de Vaca’s route hugs the Gulf Coast from Florida to Texas, and the first 
six maps (figs. 4.1-4.6) trace this portion. The fifth features the Mississippi river at the western edge 
of the frame, and the seventh jumps to the California coastline that the Coast Survey had just been 
dispatched to survey in 1850. This gap indexes the fact that at this moment there were no accurate 
maps of the landlocked borderlands that had recently become U.S. territory. Nor was there an 
accurate map of the entire transcontinental span of the southern U.S., although four railroad 
surveys and the Boundary Survey were racing to complete one. Thus, in 1851, it was not possible to 
plot Cabeza de Vaca’s entire route with accuracy.  
Nor was it possible to plot the route from Florida to Texas, as the Coast Survey also lacked 
a comprehensive map of the entire coast fronting the Gulf of Mexico. When Alexander Dallas 
Bache took over the Coast Survey in 1843, he had divided the existing coastline of the nation into 
segments so that surveying could proceed simultaneously everywhere.54 However, in the context of 
Smith’s project, because each map is comprised of only a small segment of coastline, and they are 
positioned on separate, non-facing pages, they forgo the bird’s-eye, synoptic view of the scientific 
map.55 Further, according to how far inland the route reaches, some of the seven maps are 
positioned vertically and others are horizontal, making it even more difficult to visualize how they fit 
together (figs. 4.4 & 4.5).  
Thus, Smith was willing to sacrifice legibility for precision in choosing the Coast Survey 
maps. He also went to great lengths to avoid any anachronism in the maps themselves by removing 
state lines and stripping out almost all modern toponyms present on the actual Coast Survey maps 
and sketches (figs. 4.4 & 4.8). Smith’s maps leave only contemporary river names to orient the 
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viewer; what remains is the topographical detail of the coast and land itself, giving the impression of 
complete mimesis, a rendering of the land exactly as it is. Topographical detail such as stippling to 
represent swamps, elevation lines to suggest ridges along the Mississippi and the West Coast, and 
above all, the irregular contours of the coastline, brought into relief through shading, give the flat 
maps a sense of depth and dimensionality, and create the illusion that it is a mimetic representation 
of the landscape. Christian Jacob explains that if the map is a graphic representation that we see, 
toponyms introduce writing that must be read. Because toponyms are imposed labels not actually 
visible on the landscape, they are the point at which the map departs from what it represents; as 
Jacob puts it, “the mimetic process stops where writing begins.”56 By stripping away as many 
toponyms as possible, Smith aims for a greater degree of mimesis. 
While maps generally operate according to a logic of accumulation, these antiquarian maps 
scrupulously avoid anachronism by removing the sedimented layers of toponyms indexing successive 
colonization. The rivers crossed by the expedition retain their contemporary names, serving as the 
only point of reference to orient the viewer. The few other toponyms, however, are drawn from 
Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative or Spanish geographical knowledge contemporary to it; for instance, 
Tampa bay is marked “Baja de la Cruz” (fig. 4.1), and the Gulf of Mexico is the “Mar del Norte” 
(fig. 4.3). While the river names are given in standard nineteenth-century lettering akin to that used 
on the Coast Survey models, the Spanish names visually signal their sixteenth-century provenance 
because they are rendered in blackletter, the antique gothic script associated with early modern print 
of the kind used in the 1555 edition of the Relación that Smith had worked from (figs. 4.1 & 4.2). 
Also labeled in blackletter are the few cities in New Spain already established at the time of Cabeza 
de Vaca’s journey, the dotted lines indicating Cabeza de Vaca and Coronado’s route (fig. 4.6), and, 
most prominently, the names of the indigenous groups these expeditions encountered. (figs. 4.2-4.4). 
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These antiquarian maps feature only an unmarked, unobtrusive arrow pointing north and a 
frame showing the degrees of latitude and longitude to orient the viewer; they lack titles, legends, 
and other common framing devices. A faint dotted line traces the route westward through an empty 
white space punctuated only by river names and toponyms delimiting the areas inhabited by the 
various indigenous tribes Cabeza de Vaca encountered. In avoiding toponymic anachronism, these 
maps work to defamiliarize. Traced on the most recent charts produced by the Coast Survey Bureau, 
they nonetheless obscure their own anachronism by inscribing onto this nineteenth-century gridded 
topographical survey toponyms confined almost entirely to the names used by Cabeza de Vaca. If 
Prescott urged his reader to attempt to see from a sixteenth-century Spanish perspective, Smith’s 
maps accomplish this by depicting the early sixteenth-century North American coast as uninhabited 
and unexplored white space. This mimesis effect therefore reproduces the “virgin land” logic of 
European colonization of the New World, erasing indigenous names from the landscape. However, 
Smith’s maps do not erase indigenous presence. Particularly in the fourth map, the names of 
indigenous groups become toponyms that allow for fixing a route (fig. 4.4).  
The fourth map (fig. 4.4) features the names of twenty different indigenous groups, 
connected by several different dotted route lines depicting the movements of Cabeza de Vaca and 
the other survivors of the Narváez expeditions. They are not place names used by indigenous 
inhabitants, but names of the groups themselves placed in the approximate areas where they resided. 
They are not attached to any particular point, like city names, nor are they bounded, like states. With 
no “fixed and exact borders,” they float over the landscape to delineate “zones.”57 As such, they are 
toponyms that can be moved—or removed. And indeed, while the Spanish names given to bays and 
oceans have been replaced by English toponyms, these sixteenth-century indigenous locations have 
no corresponding name on nineteenth-century maps. If they are in Smith’s maps a feature of the 
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landscape itself, they have been displaced by the nineteenth century. Smith’s maps are similar in this 
way to Gallatin’s “Map of the Indian Tribes of North America” (1836), which depicted the historical 
positions of tribes as they were first recorded by European colonizers—circa 1600 on the Atlantic 
seaboard and 1800 “westwardly” (fig. 4.9). 
While Smith’s project is to recover the non-Anglo colonial histories that lie beneath the 
recently-imposed national one, his maps do not reveal the palimpsest of these layered histories on 
the land. Instead, they depict only what he considers to be the foundational moment of first 
European exploration. While there is an antiquarian ethic at work in Smith’s maps in their seeming 
refusal to draw any connections between indigenous past, Spanish exploration, and national 
present—and thus to admit any trace of contemporary policy relevance—this is ultimately an 
illusion. Smith’s project is enabled by, and related to, state-sponsored survey efforts.  
Robert Gunn has recently identified the ways in which Indian ethnology projects 
“participated in the larger national and imperial enterprise of boundary creation.”58 Before, during, 
and after the U.S.-Mexican War, Albert Gallatin and John Russell Bartlett, the co-founder of the 
American Ethnological Society, were “highly opportunistic in exploiting the institutional capillaries 
of the federal apparatus” (354). Gallatin’s research efforts had for decades been supported by the 
War Department, which circulated questionnaires to Indian agents in the 1820s (353). While his 
“Synopsis” had established language families east of the Rocky Mountains, the U.S.-Mexican war 
presented the opportunity to gather information about indigenous groups living in Northern Mexico 
through William H. Emory, an astronomer in the Topographical Corps that accompanied the army. 
And when this area was transferred to the United States in 1848, Bartlett secured an appointment as 
the Commissioner of the U.S. Boundary Survey commissioner mainly because it offered an 
opportunity to do fieldwork in the region (355-56).  
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The Boundary Survey 
Smith had prepared his maps at a moment when U.S. and Mexican surveyors were 
attempting to fix the “imaginary line” of the new border brought into being by the Treaty of 
Guadalupe-Hidalgo. The treaty writers referred to John Disturnell’s Mapa de los Estados Unidos de 
Mejico, published in 1847 in New York, which had been appended to the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo for the purposes of delineating the border. However, Disturnell’s map, brought out to 
satisfy popular demand, was based on maps and surveys that dated to the 1810s, because there were 
no more recent authorities on the region. Nicholas Trist, the U.S. treaty commissioner, was aware 
that it was “suddenly got up, as the mere speculation of an engraver or bookseller, to meet the 
demand in our country for Maps of Mexico,” but nevertheless carried it with him to the 
negotiations because there was nothing better available. The extent of its inaccuracy would only be 
fully realized when the joint U.S. and Mexico Boundary Commissions charged with surveying the 
new border arrived in the area in 1850, and the map would prove to be the source of massive 
problems that would only be resolved with the adoption of a new treaty in 1854.59  
 The commissioners, John Russell Bartlett and Pedro Carcia Conde,  first had to decide 
whether the border should be set based on the latitude shown on the map, or the locations referred 
to in the treaty as they were measured on the ground. They initially reached a compromise on the 
point from which to begin the survey, but Russell was so vilified for thus giving away a portion of 
the territory conceded to the United States on the basis of the Disturnell map that he was eventually 
recalled. The disagreement over positioning was only resolved with a new treaty, called the Gadsden 
Purchase in the United States and the Tratado de la Mesilla in Mexico, which set a new border that 
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secured the United States a strip of land south of the Gila River thought to be the best southern 
route for a transcontinental railroad. It was ratified by both countries on June 30, 1854.  
 With a new U.S. Commissioner, William H. Emory, to replace Bartlett, the joint commission 
had resumed surveying while the new treaty was being negotiated in 1853 and completed their 
fieldwork in 1855. They then produced “authoritative maps of the line surveyed and marked,” which 
were finished in 1857 and incorporated into subsequent national maps in both countries. The 
treaties had included language leaving the final determination of the boundary line up to the 
findings of the joint commission, and both commissioners considered the maps produced on the 
basis of the surveys to be “official records” and “conclusive proof of the boundary location” (184): 
“In effect, the maps were the boundary” (185).  
However, under international law, “the true boundary was the boundary marked on the 
ground,” which superseded abstract lines of latitude or longitude marked on a map or arrived at 
through surveys (191). Thus, it was necessary to establish the abstract line on the ground. The 
surveyors had placed fifty-two “monuments” between the Rio Grande and the Pacific to demarcate 
the line, ranging from piles of stones to a marble “monument” on a pedestal in the Pacific (190). 
However, many of the “monuments” had already been removed or destroyed by Indians or local 
inhabitants in the years immediately following the survey (190).60 Alex Hunt has noted that while 
maps generally claim to represent the terrain, the Boundary Survey needed to make the terrain 
represent the map—but this desert terrain “w[ould] not hold the mark of the border.”61 Thus, if 
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Smith aims for a mimetic relationship between the map and the territory, the difficulties faced by 
the Boundary Survey made it very clear that a line on a map did not equal a line on the ground.  
The Battle for Tehuantepec: U. S.-Mexican relations 1850-1854 
 Cabeza de Vaca’s route sutures together the Southeast with the new Southwestern 
borderlands, and Smith’s interest in Florida history eventually led him to Mexico in search of sources 
available in the colonial archives. Smith obtained his appointment as Secretary of Legation to 
Mexico “upon the ground of facilitating you in your Historical efforts,” as Columbus Drew wrote 
him in 1850.62 He made transcriptions from the archive at the National Palace as well as the archive 
of the Convent of San Gregorio, which had been the site of Jesuit printing and still possessed many 
sermons in manuscript. While in Mexico, in addition to building his own collection, Smith 
supplemented his meager income by finding rare books and dealing them to fellow antiquarians in 
the United States, especially Peter Force.63  
 Unexpectedly, however, Smith was also faced with serious diplomatic responsibilities. 
Robert P. Letcher, the U. S. Minister to Mexico, returned to the United States in January 1851, and 
Smith served as acting Minister until his return in October of the same year.64 Temperamentally 
unsuited for diplomacy, Smith found himself confronted with a political situation that would have 
been daunting even for a more natural politician. The aftermath of the U. S.-Mexican War was still 
far from settled; while New Mexico had been admitted as a territory in 1850, the dispute over its 
southern boundary continued until the Gadsden Purchase of 1853 due to delays by U. S. surveyors, 
U. S. interest in a southern route for a transcontinental railway, and the allegiances of people living 
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in the disputed area.65 Furthermore, under Article 11 of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, the U. S. 
government had assumed responsibility for controlling Native American insurrection along the new 
boundary, and its failure to curb raids led to grievances on the part of the Mexican government.66  
All this stemmed from the difficulty of imposing the new border onto the actual territory: 
filibusterers, Indians, local inhabitants, and private corporations troubled the diplomatic agreement 
on paper. The Apache had of course not been party to the treaty and refused to acknowledge the 
new division in their lands; they maintained that they had never been conquered by Mexico and so 
the treaty could not cede what it did not possess. Instead, they used the border and the treaty 
provisions to their advantage by conducting raids on the Mexican side of the border and then 
retreating to the U.S. side, where they could not be pursued. In a letter to Webster on February 16, 
1851 Smith explained that Indian raids had prompted General Arista to propose “a union of troops 
with ours for pursuit on both sides of the line.”67  
During Smith’s time as acting Minister the still-nascent border was also threatened by U.S. 
filibustering expeditions. In the wake of the U.S.-Mexican War, some U.S. soliders had stayed in 
Mexico to fight in the Yucatán Caste Wars, and through the 1850s bands of armed U.S. filibusterers 
attempted to secure their own conquests in Mexico, Central America, and Cuba, most famously 
those led by William Walker in Nicaragua and Narciso López in Cuba. In 1851 José Maria Carbajal, 
a Tejano separatist who had fought in the Texas Revolution and was a leader of the movement for 
an independent “Republic of the Sierra Madre,” crossed the River Bravo with both Mexican and 
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U.S. separatists and clashed with Federal Mexican troops, eventually taking possession of the town 
of Camargo.68 Smith dispatched a message to the U.S. commanding officer at Fort Brown, Texas 
about the attack, instructing him, “in the absence of any positive order from the Government at 
Washington on this subject,” to “do all in your power to maintain and carry out the treaties between 
the United States and Mexico, & prevent directly or indirectly the support of the insurgents by men 
& arms.”69 He enclosed a copy of the Treaty with the dispatch.  
The most crucial issue during this period, however, was the negotiation over access to the 
Tehuantepec isthmus, the shortest distance between the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific, which was 
regarded at that time as the most promising route for a transcontinental railroad between California 
and the East. The U. S. government had had a longstanding interest in Tehuantepec, and during the 
U. S.-Mexican War President Polk had authorized an offer of five million dollars for the land. The 
Mexican government rejected this offer, however, because in 1842 it had granted the land to a 
developer, José de Garay. In 1847-48, Garay had transferred his claim to English citizens, who had, 
in turn, transferred it to the Hargous brothers of New York in 1849. In the early 1850s, the U. S. 
government sought assurance that the Garay claim would be honored, requesting a guaranty for the 
protection of the rights and property of U. S. citizens engaged in the construction of a railway or 
canal across the isthmus. Letcher concluded a treaty in January 1850, but the Mexican Congress 
refused to pass it until 1853. Despite Letcher’s assurances that Mexico would retain sovereignty over 
the isthmus, Mexicans feared that if the U. S. gained a foothold in Tehuantepec, the region would 
be seized as Texas had been. The threat of renewed war loomed during this period; the Tehuantepec 
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Railroad Company of New Orleans, formed by the Hargous brothers, had actually dared to threaten 
that if Mexico rejected the treaty, the company would take the Isthmus by force.70  
As acting Minister, Smith was for a time responsible for conducting these negotiations. 
Encountering strong opposition and hostility, Smith doubted that the treaty would be ratified and 
feared the outbreak of war: in a letter to a friend dated September 16, 1851, he wrote: “Tehuantepec 
Treaty never will be ratified, and if any force is used the Mexn. will fight. [You] know what will be 
the result.”71 On September 14, 1851, before Letcher’s return to Mexico, Smith made his official 
report to Secretary of State Daniel Webster to the effect that “no Congress will ever ratify the 
Convention of Tehuantepec,” and “any attempt to coerce the Government of Mexico will be met 
with force, not that the people are blind to the consequences of a war with the United States, but 
they consider resistance in this a point of honour, and, as they say, if their nationality is to be 
extinguished, it is as well that it should be done now as at some future occasion.”72 
Soon thereafter, in February 1852, President Millard Fillmore recalled Smith on the grounds 
that he had attempted to defeat the proposed treaty. A memorandum at the State Department 
explained that, while acting as interim Charge d’Affaires, Smith had been charged with presenting 
the Tehuantepec treaty that had been ratified by Fillmore to the Mexican Congress and securing its 
ratification in Mexico. “Much cleverness and hearty good will towards the Treaty itself were 
necessary to give it even a chance of success with the Mexican Congress,” the memorandum 
continues, but “Mr. Smith had neither of these. Indeed, President Fillmore having received authentic 
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information that he was doing every thing in his power to defeat the treaty, removed him from 
office.”73  
Smith does seem to have done his best to uphold the terms of the treaty and preserve the 
boundary in the face of Indian raids and filibustering parties. In the matter of the Hargous rights 
and the Tehuantepec treaty, however, he clearly believed that the U.S. government was in the wrong 
and openly opposed it. Thus, Smith attempted to serve the letter of the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo, but was unwilling to be the agent of what he saw as further land grabs to secure the 
isthmus of Tehuantepec, especially given the possibility that this would spark renewed war. Like 
Bartlett, Smith’s diplomatic position was a means to an end, a way for him to fund and facilitate his 
research. And like Bartlett, he was dismissed for failing to promote U.S. expansionist interests 
aggressively enough.  
Schoolcraft and Indian Removal 
 In Mexico, Smith’s antiquarian interests further intersected with state-sponsored research on 
Indian philology and ethnology.74 One of the rare speculative notes in Smith’s 1851 translation had 
ventured that, while his mapping of Cabeza de Vaca’s route was provisional, “the course of march 
through this country may yet be ascertained with some particularity, perhaps with those additional 
circumstances that would be known only to the Indians, and which the missionaries of Christianity, 
who formed early settlements in Florida, are likely to have preserved in their writings” (128). While 
in Mexico, Smith continued to research the Indian tribes encountered by Cabeza de Vaca through 
precisely these kinds of documents, eighteenth-century Jesuit accounts found in the Mexican 
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Savage and Barbarous Like Them?’ Philology, Indian Removal, and Race Science,” Journal of the Early 
Republic 30.4 (Dec. 2010): 505–532. 
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archives. He contributed translations of missionary accounts of the Pima, a group that had just been 
incorporated into the United States through the annexation of northern Mexico, to the third volume 
of Henry Rowe Schoolcraft’s Historical and Statistical Information Respecting the History, Condition and 
Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States, the comprehensive reference work on Native American 
tribes commissioned by Congress in 1847. Thus, Smith’s original antiquarian interest in early 
Spanish exploration in La Florida led to ethnological work that ultimately facilitated the state project 
of making contemporary indigenous groups legible in Smith’s own moment.  
 Strikingly, however, Smith was not the only figure whose strong antiquarian interests in the 
deep Spanish history of North America intersected with research on Indian philology and ethnology. 
A joint focus on mapping Spanish exploration and fixing Indian tribes, past and present, also 
pervades Schoolcraft’s monumental six-volume reference work.75 The link between Schoolcraft’s 
Indian ethnology and his antiquarian interest in Spanish exploration has, to my knowledge, been 
overlooked in previous scholarship. Smith appears in the third volume not only as the translator of 
Spanish-language documents related to the Pima, but also, in the opening essay, as the translator of 
the recently-published edition of Cabeza de Vaca’s Relación. This opening essay, “Generic View of 
the Indian Race,” penned by Schoolcraft, proceeds on the assumption that recorded North 
American Indian history begins exactly where the history of the New World does: at the “close of 
the 15th century,” when the “Indian empire of the bow and arrow, in America,” was first “disturbed” 
by Europe.76 Thus, Indian history is also inescapably Spanish history, and the essay proceeds to 
                                                
75 It is beyond the scope of this chapter to give a full consideration of Schoolcraft’s project and its 
consequences for U.S. Indian policy. The third volume does, however, constitute a significant point 
of intersection with the research Smith was conducting, so I trace these continuities at some length 
to offer greater insight into Smith’s work and, I hope, to indicate a productive new direction for 
future research on Schoolcraft. For an overview of the racialist implications of Schoolcraft’s 
philological approach and its contribution to Indian removal, see Robert E. Bieder, Science Encounters 
the Indian, 1820-1880: The Early Years of American Ethnology (University of Oklahoma Press, 2003). 
76 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, ed., Historical and Statistical Information, Respecting the History, Condition and 
Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States: Coll. and Prepared Under the Direction of the Bureau of Indian 
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detail the various Spanish expeditions into La Florida, citing Irving’s Columbus, Prescott’s histories of 
Mexico and Peru, and Smith’s just-published translation of Cabeza de Vaca. By the 1850s, U.S. 
authors have produced a body of authoritative English-language work on hemispheric history, and 
Schoolcraft takes it up to rewrite Indian history. He casts Indian ethnology grounded in Spanish 
history as “local investigations” (22) in a moment at which the United States moved to survey and 
incorporate massive new territories in the wake of the U.S.-Mexican War. 
 Stating reluctantly that he does not propose to “narrate scenes of conquest, which lend such 
a charm to the Indian history of the South,” and which have in any case already been treated by 
Prescott, Schoolcraft confines himself to the “more commonplace and frigid” scenes of Indian 
history north of the Gulf of Mexico (22). He begins with Ponce de Leon’s attempt at settlement in 
North America, which was repelled by the Chicoreans (24). This group, Schoolcraft notes, is now 
“merged” into the Muscogee, but “still preserve proud notions of their ancient courage, fame, and 
glory,” as no less a “competent observe[r]” than Andrew Jackson has attested (26). Thus, the essay 
aims to draw connections between the Indian groups recorded in Spanish narratives and present-day 
groups, resulting in a strange mixture of history and recent ethnology. The essay cites Irving, 
Prescott, Smith’s translation of Cabeza de Vaca, and Navarrate alongside informants such as “Col. 
Benjamin Hawkins, Creek Agent,” who offers that the Uchees “formerly dwelt” in what is now 
George and South Carolina (26).  
When narrating the Narváez expedition of which Cabeza de Vaca was a part, Schoolcraft 
continues to match the tribes encountered by the Spanish with present-day groups. When Narváez 
crossed the Suwannee river, he was “among the Appalachians— an important group of tribes, who 
spread from the present area of Georgia, Florida, and the southern part of South Carolina, to the 
banks of the Mississippi. Its chief members were the Muscogees or Creeks, Choctaws or Alabamas, 
                                                                                                                                                       
Affairs Per Act of Congress of March 3rd 1847, 6 vols. (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo, 1853), 3: 21-
50, 21. Hereafter cited parenthetically. 
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and Chickasaws.” Schoolcraft pronounces it “clear from tradition and philology” that an Algonquin 
group, the Shawnees, also lived in Florida at that time (29). In discussing Indian guerrilla warfare 
against Narváez’s men, Schoolcraft describes a “harassing war of details” in which the Indians 
“strikingly resemble their descendants of modern times. The whole history of the Florida war of 
1836 bears witness to this” (29). Schoolcraft here retells the march of Narváez with great 
confidence, employing not only Smith’s translation but also Theodore Irving’s Conquest of Florida. 
One footnote notes scoffingly that “Buckingham Smith, the translator of De Vaca,” thinks the 
expedition had marched only 280 miles rather than leagues when they built their rafts (32).  
Thus, Schoolcraft musters the entire body of U.S. hemispheric history, mines it for Indian 
history, and brings it directly to bear on the question of removal. The essay features two engravings, 
one depicting a battle between the Spanish and the Indians, and one entirely devoted to the landing 
of the De Soto expedition, with no indigenous figures. Spanish history here becomes Indian history 
by virtue of being placed in this new context. The subtext for going into such great detail on these 
failed conquests is the continuity in the character of Indian resistance, and the sense that, having 
gathered such a massive quantity of information about the Indian populations, past and present, the 
United States will finally succeed where the Spaniards and every other colonizing force had failed. 
In this sense, Cabeza de Vaca’s initial offering of his narrative to the Spanish sovereign as 
information about the tribes that would prove useful in future conquests becomes a message 
conducted three hundred years into the future and taken up by the present colonizers of these 
territories. In a sense, the U.S. picks up where Spanish empire left off.  
In addition to the engravings, the final page of the essay faces a full-page “Map of the 
Route of De Soto” (fig. 4.10). The essay closes by asserting that, although “the track of De Soto has 
been a question of much discussion,” Schoolcraft himself has explored the Ozark mountains that 
were “the scenes of De Soto’s marches,” and therefore “the route has assumed, to me, a more 
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definite character.” A footnote references Schoolcraft’s “recently revised” Scenes and Adventures in the 
Semi-Alpine Region of the Ozark Mountains, which, he adds, “form[s] an appropriate illustration of this 
portion of the text” (50). This cross-promotion is repeated in the revised edition of his 1818 travel 
narrative, published the same year as the third volume of his Indian report. In the revised 
introduction of Scenes and Adventures, Schoolcraft makes much of the fact that he “has been the first 
person to identify and explore this hitherto confused part of the celebrated Spanish explorer's 
route,” and to note that “this has been traced from the narrative, with the aid of the Indian 
lexicography, in the third volume of his Indian History (p. 50), just published, accompanied by a 
map of the entire route, from his first landing on the western head of Tampa bay.”77  
These “early adventures,” Schoolcraft explains in the introduction, were his “first 
exploratory effort,” and to “traverse the plains and mountain elevations west of the Mississippi, 
which had once echoed the tramp of the squadrons of De Soto” was for him “an attainment of 
youthful exultation and self-felicitation” (v). Somewhat self-consciously, he concedes that the 
Romantic flights of his much younger self “may be thought to have lost their interest” thirty-four 
years after the fact. But, he insists, he believes them to “possess a more permanent character”: his 
remains the “first and only attempt to identify De Soto’s march west of the Mississippi; and it recalls 
reminiscences of scenes and observations which belong to the history of the discovery and 
settlement of the country” (vi). Thus,  the republished Scenes and Adventures not only constitutes the 
only attempt to retrace De Soto’s route west of the Mississippi; it also calls up “reminiscences” of 
discovery and settlement. There is a subtle shift here; the discovery Schoolcraft invokes might be 
thought to refer to De Soto, but the settlement most definitely belongs to Schoolcraft’s own era, the 
34-year span that saw “the very ends of the Union . . . turned about” with “the occupancy of 
                                                
77 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Scenes and Adventures in the Semi-Alpine Region of the Ozark Mountains of 
Missouri and Arkansas: Which Were First Traversed by De Soto, in 1541 (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 
Grambo, 1853), 15. Hereafter cited parenthetically. 
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Oregon, the annexation of Texas, the discoveries in California, and the acquisition of New 
Mexico”—and the incorporation of the lands west of the Mississippi that at the time of 
Schoolcraft’s “adventures” were “a then remote frontier” (v-vi). Schoolcraft is not just claiming the 
antiquarian distinction of having accurately retraced a route; in following in De Soto’s footsteps, he 
suggests, he has also written himself into the history of “discovery and settlement” of these lands. 
Here, emulation becomes embodiment.  
Schoolcraft proclaims confidently that, based on the lay of the land and “the custom of 
Indians in choosing the best ground for a path,” there is “almost a moral certainty” that De Soto 
crossed the Mississippi at the exact point he indicates (134). Like Smith, he finds an antiquarian 
satisfaction in retracing the journey of the famous explorer: “To travel where De Soto had travelled, 
and where he had performed some of his heroic feats, had something pleasing, at least, in the 
association” (135). His use of the word “association” is telling—just as in Smith’s antiquarian 
“explorations,” the landscape becomes the link to the past. On his journey, Schoolcraft goes to see 
“antiquities” pointed out to him by inhabitants “antique, white, lime-like masses” that “had the 
appearance of decayed bones” and he speculates that the plough “may at no distant day” turn up 
“fragments of broken arms and trappings” in the area (135). In Schoolcraft’s possessive investment 
in De Soto, we see a Romantic antiquarian nostalgia for the Spanish past becoming a model for U.S. 
expeditions dispatched to survey new territories and bring them under state control.  
 And when it comes to state control, the third volume of Schoocraft’s Indian Tribes is quite 
explicit. It features a “Map Showing the Location of the Indian Tribes Within the United States,” 
which depicts the current placement of Indian tribes (fig. 4.11). The map, Schoolcraft tells us, “has 
been constructed with great pains and care, to exhibit the present territory occupied and owned by 
the Indians,” and shows the westward “recession” of tribes (3: 96). This is very much a political 
map: U.S. state borders are shaded to emphasize the boundedness of each state’s territory, and the 
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U.S.-Mexico boundary line, not yet fixed either on the map or on the ground, is drawn in solidly 
here. The map also obscures the permeability of the U.S.-Mexico border by placing the Apaches and 
Yumas entirely on the U.S. side. Like the Disturnell map, then, this map is designed to create rather 
than reflect territorial realities. If, as Susan Schulten has suggested, the nineteenth-century state was 
“an entity whose success depended on the articulation of boundaries,” the political map 
consolidated those boundaries and projected a territorial conception of sovereignty.78 Significantly, 
the Indian tribes that have already been “removed” west of the Mississippi are given their own 
squared-off territories that are bounded and shaded like miniature states. In other words, they are 
permanently fixed on the map. By contrast, the tribes that remain “unremoved,” either because of 
their mobility (the Apache and Comanche) or their entrenchment, are simply denoted by a floating 
toponym like those on the Smith and Gallatin maps. Unbounded and unanchored, they designate 
relative rather than absolute positions; and while state names and names of those Indian groups on 
reservations are oriented like print on the page, parallel to the straight lines of the Western state 
boundaries, the names of “unremoved” groups are askew, aligned with the contours of the 
landscape. While they are themselves unbounded, they are fully contained within the borders of the 
states that enclose them. Thus, the map suggests that it is only a matter of time before they too are 
fixed, straightened, and bounded into reservations.  
 The short essay that accompanies the map gives the total acreage of land ceded by Indians to 
the United States from 1795 to 1839, and posits a decline in Indian populations as a whole during 
this period. The thrust of the essay becomes clear, however, when it dismisses these calculations to 
assert that, whatever the exact rate of growth or decline, “it is undeniable that the quantity of land 
possessed by even the largest tribes has been out of all proportion redundant and excessive to the 
population” (3: 95). The essay concludes with the assertion that, given the “present expanding 
                                                
78 See Susan Schulten, Mapping the Nation: History and Cartography in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2010), 14. 
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population of the United States,” the “progress of purchase of the Indian territories” must “absorb 
these Indian territories wherever the lands have not been secured to them in perpetuity with the 
sovereignty thereof” (3: 96). Schoolcraft’s volume thus makes excruciatingly clear, from the 
prefatory address to the U.S. president that opens the volume through the policy recommendations 
bolstered by ethnological mapping, the constitutive links between ethnological research and Indian 
removal. When read in conjunction with Smith, it also reminds us that Schoolcraft understood both 
of these efforts to be grounded in Spanish precedent. While Gunn has demonstrated the links 
between Indian ethnology and the military-scientific complex, reading Smith and Schoolcraft 
together makes visible the surprising way in which Indian research and policy triangulates with 
efforts to write the history of Spanish exploration in North America.  
 In the wake of the U.S.-Mexican War, then, we see a surge in surveying projects meant to 
incorporate the newly-annexed territories: The Coast Survey, the Boundary Survey, and military and 
commercial surveying expeditions scouting for possible transcontinental railroad routes. These state-
sponsored expeditions become the vehicle for reconstructing—and, in a sense, reenacting—early 
Spanish exploration of La Florida. Even as, through their ties with ethnological projects, the 
information gathered by these expeditions becomes a tool for Indian removal, the narratives to 
which the expeditions give rise posit a continuity, over centuries, of Indian resistance to 
colonization, especially in the new border region of the Southwest. In this way, narratives like 
Schoocraft’s suggest that where Spain, and later Mexico, failed, the United States will finally succeed 






EPILOGUE: Archival Legacies 
 
This project has explored the links between archival accumulation, historical appropriation, 
and imperialism in the period roughly bounded by the Monroe Doctrine (1823) and the Gadsden 
Purchase (1854). As popular, scholarly, and political interest in the hemisphere grew over the first 
half of the nineteenth century, U.S. novelists and historians rewrote the earliest colonization of the 
New World as the prehistory of the United States, drawing on the rare Spanish-language books, 
manuscripts, and maps that flowed into the United States as its borders pushed outward. Although 
U.S. writers, bookdealers, and collectors operated within an Atlantic World network that depended 
on collaboration with scholars and statesmen in Britain, Spain, and Mexico, by midcentury it became 
clear that the material archive of Spanish empire, its history, and its former territories were 
increasingly becoming consolidated in U.S. hands. Thus, the transnational circulation of books and 
bodies ultimately bolstered the expansionist agenda of the U.S. state. If the story of New World 
discovery initially, in Irving’s vision, led to the formation of a virtuous republic at the head of a 
hemisphere of liberty, by the 1850s it culminated in the United States assuming the mantle of 
conquest. 
Taken singly, these chapters have offered new readings of canonical nineteenth-century U.S. 
authors, demonstrated the importance of heretofore lesser-known writers, and traced the ways in 
which an imperial mode of authorship played a key role in the development of a national literature. 
Taken as a whole, the project reconstructs the significant archival transfer that occurred in the first 
half of the nineteenth century, offering a cultural history of the invention of “Americana” and the 
development of impressive collections in the United States. As Americana became a recognized and 
prestigious collecting category over the course of the nineteenth century, U.S. scholars, private 
collectors, and institutions built collections that eventually made their way to the Library of 
Congress, as well as many other repositories that include the New York Public Library, the New-
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York Historical Society, the John Carter Brown Library, and the Bancroft Library at Berkeley, 
among many others.  
 In a recent article recounting the 2010 discovery of the long-lost Libros Segundo y Tercero 
del Cabildo de Guatemala at the Hispanic Society of America, Wendy Kramer, W. George Lovell, 
and Christopher H. Lutz pose the question: 
How did these extraordinary records end up in the possession of the Hispanic Society of 
America? Why is it that they and so many other priceless documents—the indigenous Maya 
texts known as the Annals of the Cakchiquels and the Popol Vuh, or the Aztec manuscript we 
call the Codex Mendoza, to name but three—are not to be found in Guatemala or Mexico 
but in scholarly repositories in the United States and Europe?1  
This dissertation has sought to furnish one answer. Reconstructing this history matters because it 
allows us to understand how it is that U.S. academics can conduct archival research on hemispheric 
history without leaving the country—and, by extension, to realize that we too are implicated in this 
historical legacy.  
John Carter Brown and the Invention of Americana 
 The formation, development, and eventual institutionalization of John Carter Brown’s 
collection of Americana in many ways encapsulates this history. As we saw in Chapter Three, upon 
beginning research for his History of the Conquest of Mexico, William Hickling Prescott complained in a 
letter to Obadiah Rich about the inadequacy of public libraries in the United States in a period that 
saw the rise of the great national libraries in Europe. Since Congress’ acquisition of Thomas 
Jefferson’s personal library in the early nineteenth century, there had been calls for the Library of 
Congress to become a true national library that could support the new nation’s scholarly and literary 
                                                
1 Acknowledging that “the topic is charged and complex,” they aim to be “cognizant above all of the 
factors at play between outright theft and more consensual means of collecting.” See Wendy 
Kramer, W. George Lovell, and Christopher H. Lutz, “Pillage in the Archives: The Whereabouts of 
Guatemalan Documentary Treasures,” Latin American Research Review 48.3 (2013): 153–67, 153. 
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pursuits. In the late 1820s, during the years Irving was employing, in Obadiah Rich’s private 
collection, rare works “such as could only be found scattered in National libraries,”2 Alexander Hale 
Everett’s brother Edward, back in the United States, proposed that the Library of Congress 
purchase Rich’s collection of Americana.3 In 1827, the Congressional Register published a catalog of 
Rich’s library—which included 3,900 printed books and ninety-six manuscripts, most from the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—but, to Everett’s frustration, the frugal Joint Library Committee 
ultimately did not authorize the purchase.4  
 Nearly twenty years later, Rich’s much-augmented collection would finally reach the United 
States through a sale to two wealthy private collectors, John Carter Brown and James Lenox. In 
1845, Rich had bought nearly all of French diplomat Henri Ternaux de Compans’ collection of 
books and manuscripts, which included a mass of transcriptions from archives across Spain that had 
been compiled by the Spanish historian Muñoz at the end of the eighteenth century. Around this 
time, Rich also acquired the Irish Lord Kingsborough’s manuscript transcriptions from archives 
across Europe. In 1846, through the agent Henry Stevens, Rich sold all of the manuscripts to Lenox 
and many of the books to Brown. That sale formed the basis of collections that would become the 
John Carter Brown Library and the Obadiah Rich Collection at the New York Public Library.5  
                                                
2 Irving to Thomas Storrow, Madrid 14 April 1826, Letters II, 193. 
3 At this time, Edward Everett was the editor of the North American Review and a member of the Joint 
Library Committee for the Library of Congress. 
4 This catalog, titled “Manuscripts and Printed Books in the Possession of Obadiah Rich, Esq.,” was 
published on December 27, 1827 in U.S. Congress, House, 20th Congress, 1st Session, 1827, II. 
Rept. 37. It was not comprehensive, omitting many of Rich’s books in English and French as well as 
his collection of tracts on America. For more on Rich’s library, see McElroy, “Introduction,” xxxii. 
For Everett’s proposal to the Joint Library Committee, see Carl Ostrowski, Books, Maps, and Politics: 
A Cultural History of the Library of Congress, 1783-1861 (Amherst and Boston: U of Massachusetts P, 
2004), 90. 
5 See Edwin Blake Brownrigg, Colonial Latin American Manuscripts and Transcripts in the Obadiah Rich 
Collection: An Inventory and Index (New York Public Library Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, 
1978). 
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 In an era in which public institutions often could not compete with the great private 
collections of wealthy men, Brown and Lenox enabled Rich to dispose of the collection he had 
carefully built over decades while keeping it largely intact. For Rich the bibliographer, his collection 
was always a working, scholarly one, and he conceived of it in patriotic terms. In an 1848 letter to 
Brown, Rich explained that his personal collecting had always been done in the service of his nation, 
aimed at forming a “complete” collection of Americana in the United States. “As my whole life has 
been devoted to collecting books relating to America,” he wrote, “and always with the view of 
promoting the formation of one or more complete collections in the United States, I shall have 
much pleasure in using my best efforts to make yours one of them.”6 
 The year 1846, in which Brown received his first major shipment of rare books, marks the 
first transfer en masse of great European collections to the United States, and the moment at which 
the long-lamented libraries in North America finally begin to rank alongside those in Europe. Not 
coincidentally, it also marks U.S. ascendency as the possessor and producer of New World history. 
During the previous decade, Obadiah Rich had declared in his Bibliotheca Americana Nova that Col. 
Thomas Aspinwall, a U.S. expatriate living in London, possessed probably the finest collection of 
books on America. By the late 1840s, Rich had identified Brown as a man with the means to form 
an even more comprehensive collection in the United States, and from those years forward Brown’s 
collection was unquestioned in collecting and scholarly circles as the finest assemblage of New 
World books anywhere. 
 Brown, the scion of a wealthy family of Providence merchants, initially envisioned his 
private collection as a fairly typical gentleman’s library. At first, he focused on Aldine editions and 
other examples of fine printing that were conventionally valued by aristocratic “bibliomaniacs.” But 
in the early 1840s, after inheriting the family fortune, he became interested in “Americana” through 
                                                
6 Obadiah Rich to JCB, London, 10 Jan. 1848, Brown Family Records Re: Library, Correspondence, 
Box 1 Folder 13, John Carter Brown Library. Hereafter cited as JCB-BFRL. 
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his acquaintance with bookdealers John Russell Bartlett and Henry Stevens. By 1845, he was 
referring to his library as a Bibliotheca Americana, echoing the title of Obadiah Rich’s bibliographies. 
His collecting operated within the same conceptual framework that shaped the works of writers like 
Irving, Bird, and Prescott: historical works about hemispheric “discovery and colonization” to 
roughly 1800 furnished the first act of the nationalist drama of the emergence and growth of the 
United States. Stevens’ initial shipment to Brown included not only a Columbus letter and other rare 
Spanish-language works, but also a sheaf of transcribed archival records related to the early history 
of the colony of Rhode Island. Thus, the early Spanish-language works functioned to anchor 
national and local history within a much longer genealogy. Following the organizational logic of 
Rich’s Bibliotheca Americana Nova, which Brown annotated as a kind of master list for keeping track of 
his purchases, Brown’s pre-1700 collecting skewed Spanish, but his eighteenth-century purchases 
were focused on the North American colonies that would become the United States. Organized 
chronologically, Brown’s collection embodied the trajectory that saw the United States as the 
teleological endpoint of the entire process of New World colonization. 
 Significantly, 1846 marks not only the transatlantic transfer of Americana, but also the start 
of the U.S.-Mexican War, which ended in the U.S. fully assuming the mantle of imperial power in 
the hemisphere. While institutional histories of the origin of the John Carter Brown Library have 
situated it exclusively within the transatlantic frame of Stevens’ book shipment to Brown, the JCB 
can equally be understood to have emerged from the continental and southward hemispheric 
expansion that the war ushered in. The figure of John Russell Bartlett, an antiquarian bookdealer 
and ethnologist who was appointed U.S. Boundary Commissioner in the wake of the war and then 
returned to Providence to become the de facto librarian of Brown’s collection, brings into focus the 
connections between the JCB and territorial expansion. 
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 Bartlett played a key role in the development of Brown’s collection, and his experiences in 
the borderlands likewise shaped his own understanding of hemispheric history. A peer of 
Buckingham Smith, Bartlett was dispatched to survey the new U.S.-Mexico border during the same 
years Smith was investigating land claims in northern Mexico as a diplomat. Bartlett was a prominent 
antiquarian bookdealer and the co-founder of the American Ethnological Society, and like Smith he 
had secured his government appointment mainly for the scholarly opportunities it promised. While 
he did conduct ethnological fieldwork on living Indian languages during his time in the borderlands, 
Bartlett botched the complex political negotiations associated with fixing the boundary line; like 
Smith, he was recalled in 1853. Returning to Providence, Rhode Island, Bartlett became the de facto 
librarian of his former client John Carter Brown’s collection of “Americana,” serving as the scholarly 
force behind the development of the collection for the next three decades. Bartlett’s interest in 
native languages guided Brown’s collecting agenda in new directions and was responsible for the 
addition of many early indigenous grammars to the collection. After Brown’s death in 1874, Bartlett 
continued to advise his widow and served as tutor to his two young sons in the period before the 
collection assumed an institutional identity of its own under the auspices of Brown University in 
1904.7  
 In 1865, Bartlett compiled a Bibliotheca Americana, a lavishly illustrated catalogue of John 
Carter Brown’s private collection, initially printed in a private limited edition to distribute to friends 
but later gifted to the major historical societies and public libraries of the day. In effect, the 
catalogue served as a bibliography, and Bartlett’s expansive notes became a resource not only for 
collectors, but also for scholars. In his Preface, Bartlett gestures towards his scholarly purpose with 
the explanation that, as many of the works included “are now exceedingly rare . . . [a]nd, moreover, 
                                                
7 See Thomas R. Adams, Defining Americana: The Evolution of the John Carter Brown Library (Providence: 
2008). Reprinted from Book Collector 57.4 (2008): 548-574. 
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as they are the groundwork of all modern American histories, the Compiler has thought it best to 
give in notes a brief account of the authors of such works, and a critical estimate of their writings.”8  
 Bartlett’s catalogue was received not only as a beautifully printed gift book, but also as a 
serious work of scholarship. Bartlett’s former business partner Charles Welford wrote him that the 
catalogue “will take its place among the standard Bibliographical Works relating to the department 
of Historical Literature which it so ably fills,” singling out the notes as the feature that will give the 
work “a permanent value independently of the collection it records and describes.”9 And when the 
revised second edition of the catalogue was published the following decade, after Brown’s death, a 
European bookdealer judged it “the most complete American Bibliography we have till now,” and 
“far better” than the scholarly Bibliotheca Americana published by Henry Harisse.10 Thus, Bartlett’s 
catalogue of the works in Brown’s private collection is understood to be comparable to a scholarly 
bibliography. It was precisely because Brown’s collection was so complete that its catalogue could 
double as a comprehensive bibliography of Americana.   
 In his notes, which amount to source criticism of the kind Prescott performed, Bartlett 
quotes at length from the works of Irving, Prescott, and Smith.11 Thus, in this moment, we see that 
the antebellum works of history treated in this project have become canonical within New World 
historiography, joining the ranks of the earlier authorities they had drawn on to compose their own 
works. And through Bartlett’s catalogue and other bibliographies, they supplied a conceptual 
                                                
8 John Russell Bartlett, Bibliotheca Americana: A Catalogue of Books Relating to North- and South-America in 
the Library of J. Carter Brown (Providence, 1865). 
9 Charles Welford to JRB, March 19, 1866, Box 2 Folder 1, JCB-BFRL. 
10 Mueller to Sophia Augusta Brown, Amsterdam, 10 Nov. 1875, Box 2 Folder 11, JCB-BFRL. 
11 For instance, Bartlett quotes Prescott’s source criticism on Peter Martyr at length, and refers the 
reader to his History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella for further background. John Russell Bartlett, 
Bibliographical Notices of Rare and Curious Books Relating to America Printed in the XVth and XVIth 
Centuries (1482-1601) in the Library of the Late John Carter Brown of Providence, R. I. (Riverside Press, 
1875),  1: 97-98. 
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framework for collectors like John Carter Brown while at the same time becoming the building 
blocks of later scholarship. 
 The catalogue was also informed by Bartlett’s experiences in the borderlands. In the notes, 
Bartlett draws on his firsthand knowledge of the newly incorporated Southwest to comment on 
historical and antiquarian debates over the routes of the earliest sixteenth-century Spaniards to 
traverse the region. In the entry for Cabeza de Vaca’s 1555 Relación, Bartlett notes the longstanding 
uncertainty about the route and considers the hypotheses advanced by Smith in his translation. He 
explains that “the compiler of this catalogue, while in charge of the United States and Mexican 
Boundary Commission, 1850–1854,” had the opportunity to “follo[w] the footsteps of Cabeza de 
Vaca,” and thus “thinks he may venture to express an opinion on this remarkable journey.”12 
 The year after his recall from the Boundary, Bartlett published a Personal Narrative recounted 
and attempted to vindicate his cartographic expedition.13 The following decade, around the same 
time he was finalizing the catalogue, Bartlett presented a copy of his Personal Narrative to Brown as a 
record of the first exploration “in modern times” of the region that would become Arizona. Just as 
Schoolcraft had written himself into an unbroken history of North American exploration beginning 
with Cabeza de Vaca and ending triumphally in the present with a successful U.S. “conquest,” 
Bartlett offers his own personal narrative of exploration as a suitable addition to Brown’s collection 
of Americana. As he knows that Brown often seeks to “fill up vacuums in [his] collection” in order 
to “cover and complete a particular portion of history or geographical discovery,” Bartlett writes 
that he “venture[s] to send you, for this purpose, one of my productions, for which I hope you find 
a spare corner. I was the first, in modern times, to explore a large portion of the region in what is 
                                                
12 However, Bartlett confesses, he “is yet in doubt which course he took,” and attributes the 
uncertainty to inconsistencies in the narrative itself that may be the result of omissions and 
alterations to the manuscript before its publication. Ibid., 1: 188-9. 
13 John Russell Bartlett, Personal Narrative of Explorations & Incidents in Texas, New Mexico, California, 
Sonora, and Chihuahua: Connected with the United States and Mexican Boundary Commission During the 1850, 
’51, ’52 and ’53 (G. Routledge, 1854). 
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now known as Arizona, and which is described in these volumes.”14 Thus, Bartlett inserts a very 
recent history of U.S. exploration into New World historiography. In the postbellum period, both 
the antebellum, source-based histories this dissertation has explored, and contemporary accounts 
based on first-hand experience, enter into the archive of New World historiography.  
 In his various capacities, Bartlett was involved in several different modes of collection: 
cartographic surveying data for the state, ethnological “data” on living Native American languages, 
and Americana. In the first half of the nineteenth century, U.S. writers and collectors claimed the 
imperial history of the hemisphere in the form of state records generated by the Spanish empire 
about its colonies. By the close of the U.S.-Mexican War, however, Bartlett was tasked with 
generating new records for the U.S. state as it assumed power over formerly Spanish territories. 
Bartlett’s career encapsulates the midcentury shift from inheriting hemispheric history to making it. At 
the same time, however, the continuing imbrication of his cartographic and linguistic collecting with 




 Answering the call of recent work on the archive that draws from postcolonial history and 
theory to urge scholars to be reflexive about their own archival practices, I have sought throughout 
this dissertation to maintain an awareness of the structural positionality of my own research. 
Nicholas Dirks has advocated for an “ethnography of the archive” that would keep in view the 
archive’s “implication in the history of the state whose past it is meant to enshrine.”15 This kind of 
ethnography does not see the archive simply as an “assemblage of texts,” but rather as a “discursive 
                                                
14 JRB to Brown, Providence, 19 Mar. 1866, Box 2 Folder 1, JCB-BFLR. 
15 Nicholas B. Dirks, “Annals of the Archive: Ethnographic Notes on the Sources of History,” From 
the Margins: Historical Anthropology and Its Futures, ed. Brian Keith Axel (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2002): 47-65, 58. 
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formation in the totalizing sense that it reflects the categories and operations of the state itself.”16 
Similarly, Ann Laura Stoler calls for a shift from an extractive approach to the archive to an 
ethnographic one, and from a focus on content to a focus on form. She asks us to see archives “not 
as sites of knowledge retrieval but of knowledge production, as monuments of states as well as sites 
of state ethnography.”17  
 The collections of Spanish Americana amassed by Rich, Prescott, Ramírez, Smith, and 
others currently reside in U.S. repositories that include the John Carter Brown Library, the New 
York Public Library, the New-York Historical Society, and the Library of Congress. Thus, the 
nineteenth-century archival transfer I reconstruct continues to shape the very repositories that make 
hemispheric work possible for U.S. academics today—and, in many cases, to fund that work as well. 
I want to suggest that the antebellum period constitutes a point of origin for hemispheric studies as 
it is practiced today, and that there are significant continuities between this nineteenth-century pre-
professionalized moment and our present moment in the academy. Scholarship continues to operate 
according to an imperial logic of disciplinary expansion, discovery of new objects of study, staking 
claims to “territory,” and proprietary enclosure through publication. Thus, reconstructing this 
history brings into focus the extent to which hemispheric studies cannot be other than imperial. 
 The nineteenth-century archival transfer my project traces is still a matter of lamentation for 
Latin American scholars who must travel to the United States or Britain to research their nation’s 
history. Hemispheric studies as a field has long been aware of the danger of scholarly imperialism 
inherent in scholars working largely in the discipline of English expanding their purview into areas 
and works traditionally studied by scholars in area studies and Spanish. However, previous 
hemispheric scholarship has overlooked this archival asymmetry between the United States and 
                                                
16 Ibid. 
17 Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” Archival Science 2.1–2 (March 
2002): 87–109, 90. 
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Latin America. While historians like Ricardo Salvatore have long been aware of this disparity 
because they find themselves researching their national history in U.S. archives, literary studies as a 
field has been slower to embrace archival research as an essential method and therefore slower to 
recognize this crucial asymmetry. An attention to the material conditions of scholarly production 
reminds us that, as historian Harry Bernstein knew in 1961, both nineteenth- and twenty-first-
century hemispheric scholarship has been premised on access to good Spanish-language sources.  
 A sense of loss akin to that voiced by Bustamante and Ramirez in the nineteenth century 
prompted Mexican lawyer and journalist José Luis Castañeda to take matters into his own hands in 
1982, when he decided to repatriate the Tonalamatl Aubin codex by smuggling it out of the 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France and donating it to Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historia (INAH), where it remains today. Recent years, however, have seen a wave of repatriations 
accomplished through official channels, both of material artifacts and their digital surrogates. In 
October 2014, the Codex Chimalpahin returned to Mexico after centuries in Europe, repatriated 
through an arrangement Mexico made with Sotheby’s before it went up for auction. Its return, 
heralded as a nationalist triumph, is a testament to the continuing importance of possession of the 
original artifact even in the age of digital surrogates.18 Also in 2014, the Codex Mendoza, perhaps the 
most famous indigenous codex, was digitally repatriated through an open-access online version and 
free iOS app created by the INAH in collaboration with the Bodleian Library at Oxford, where it 
has been held since the seventeenth century.19 INAH director of academic innovation Ernesto 
Miranda called the launch of the digital surrogate “a virtual repatriation,” and noted that it “should 
be the first of a series” as the Museum is “in discussions with other European institutions that hold 
                                                
18 “El Gobierno de México Recupera El Códice Chimalpahin,” El Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia website <http://www.inah.gob.mx/boletin/2-actividades-
academicas/7338-el-gobierno-de-mexico-recupera-el-codice-chimalpahin>. June 15, 2015. 
19 “King’s College London - Virtual Repatriation of Mexican Historical Documents,” King’s College 
website <http://www.kcl.ac.uk/campuslife/student/news/stories/2015/Virtual-repatriation-of-
Mexican-historical-documents.aspx>. June 15, 2015. 
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different Mexican codices.”20 Meanwhile, a digital humanities project, “Los Primeros Libros de las 
Américas,” has partnered with cultural heritage institutions in the United States, Mexico, and Spain 
to digitize incunables printed in Mexico and reunite these digital surrogates into a single accessible 
collection as a form of repatriation of cultural patrimony.21 And the John Carter Brown Library, 
which holds more sixteenth-century Mexican imprints than all contemporary Mexican institutions 
combined,22 has recently embraced an open-access policy and is working to expand its already-
extensive digital collections. Based on an understanding of “the value these collections have for all 
the inhabitants of the Americas,” the JCB policy states its commitment to “making its materials 
available . . . to all potential audiences throughout the world.”23   
 Thus, beyond the self-reflexivity urged by scholars like Dirks and Stoler, I want to suggest 
that our present moment of digital media shift actually offers an unprecedented opportunity to 
address, and perhaps even redress, this imperial legacy. As I hope to have shown, the nineteenth-
century relocation of major collections of Americana to the United States was attended by fraught 
and often bitter debates over proprietary ownership, international collaboration, and uneven access. 
As these collections begin to undergo yet another massive transfer, this time to digital media, an 
understanding of this past can inform our thinking about how to shape its future.  
  
                                                
20 The Associated Press, “Aztec App Brings Historic Mexico Codex Into the Digital Age,” The New 
York Times, January 15, 2015, <http://nyti.ms/15jPlXK>. June 15, 2015. 
21 See Primeros Libros de las Américas, <primeroslibros.org>. June 15, 2015. 
22 See “Latin American Imprints,” John Carter Brown Library website, 
<https://www.brown.edu/academics/libraries/john-carter-brown/about/collection/latin-
american-imprints>. June 15, 2015. 
23 “Imaging Services and Open Access Policy,” John Carter Brown Library website, 
<https://www.brown.edu/academics/libraries/john-carter-brown/using-library/imaging-services-
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Figure 1.1. D. Miguel Moreno, Carta de las Costas de Tierra Firme desde el rio Orinoco hasta yucatan y de las islas 
Antillas y Lucayeas con las derrotas que siguio Dn. Cristobal Colon en sus descubrimientos por estos mares [map], scale not 
given, in Martín Fernández de Navarrete, ed., Colección de los viajes y descubrimientos que hicieron por mar los españoles 
desde fines del siglo XV, 4 vols (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1825–1837). Biblioteca Virtual del Patrimonio 






















Figure 1.2. D. Miguel Moreno, Carta del Oceano Atlantico Setentrional con las Derrotas que siguio Dn. 
Cristobal Colon hasta su Recalada a las primeras Islas que descubrio en el Nuevo Mundo [map], scale not 
given, in Martín Fernández de Navarrete, ed., Colección de los viajes y descubrimientos que hicieron por mar 
los españoles desde fines del siglo XV, 4 vols (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1825–1837). Biblioteca Virtual del 
Patrimonio Bibliográfico, Ministerio de Cultura, 2010 
<http://bvpb.mcu.es/es/consulta/registro.cmd?id=434295>. June 24, 2014. 
Figure 1.3. Detail from Robert M. Gaw, Blunt’s New Chart of 
the South Atlantic Ocean [chart], scale not given (New York: 
Edmund M. Blunt, 1824). Courtesy of the Print Department, 




Figure 1.4. Christopher Columbus [attributed], “Island of Hispaniola,” sketch, c1492. ARTstor Collections 
<http://library.artstor.org.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8CJGczI9NzldLS1WED









Figure 1.5. Juan de la Cosa, Portolan Chart, 1500. Wikimedia Commons. 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1500_map_by_Juan_de_la_Cosa-North_up.jpg>. June 15, 2015. 
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Figure 1.6. J. & C. Walker, Chart of the West Indies, with the adjacent Coast of South America, [map], scale not 
given, in Washington Irving, A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, 4 vols (London: 
Murray, 1828). Courtesy of the Kislak Center for Special Collections, University of Pennsylvania. 
Figure 1.7. J. & C. Walker, Chart Shewing the Tracks Across the North Atlantic Ocean of Don Christopher 
Columbus [map], scale not given, in Washington Irving, A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher 
Columbus, 4 vols (London: Murray, 1828). Courtesy of the Kislak Center for Special Collections, 






















Figure 1.8. D. G. Johnson and D. R. Harrison, Map of the Route of Columbus, on arriving among the Bahama Islands 
[map], scale not given (New York: W. Hooker’s Nautical Store, 1828), in Washington Irving, A History of the 
Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, 3 vols. (New York: G. & C. Carvill, 1828). Courtesy of the Kislak Center 













Figure 1.9. Felipe Bauzá, Carta esférica que comprehende una parte de las Islas Antillas las de Puerto 
Rico, Santo Domingo, Jamayca y Cuba con los bancos y canales adyacentes [map], scale not given 
(Madrid: Depósito Hidrográfico, 1815). “Biblioteca Virtual del Patrimonio Bibliográfico, Ministerio de 
Cultura,” 2010 <http://bvpb.mcu.es/es/consulta/registro.cmd?id=434681>. June 24, 2014. 
Figure 1.10. Cuba and the Bahama Islands [map], scale not given, in Henry C. Carey, American Atlas 
(Philadelphia: Carey & Lea, 1822). “Archive of Early American Images,” John Carter Brown Library 








































Figure 1.12. John Vanderlyn, Landing of Columbus, oil on canvas, 1846, placed 1847, U.S. Capitol Rotunda. 
Architect of the Capitol. <https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/35/Flickr_-_USCapitol_-










































Figure 2.1. Charles Fenderich, “J.R. Poinsett.” Langtree and O’Sullivan, Washington City. “Political Portraits 
with Pen and Pencil: (No. III.) Joel R. Poinsett.” The United States Magazine and Democratic Review 1.3 (Feb. 
1838), 360. American Periodicals. <http://ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/login?url=http:// 







Figure 3.1 William Hickling Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico, 3 vols. (New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1843), I: 12. Internet Archive. 









Figure 3.2 William Hickling Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico, ed. John 
Foster Kirk, 3 vols. (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1873), I: 13. Internet Archive. 
<http://archive.org/details/historyofconques1pres>. June 15, 2015.  
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Figure 4.1. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 1, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet Archive. 
<https://archive.org/details/narrativealvarnupnnez00nbudrich>. June 15, 2015. 
 218 
 
Figure 4.2. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 2, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet Archive. 












Figure 4.3. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 3, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet Archive. 






Figure 4.4. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 4, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet Archive. 






Figure 4.5. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 5, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet Archive. 
<https://archive.org/details/narrativealvarnupnnez00nbudrich>. June 15, 2015. 
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Figure 4.6. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 6, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, 
trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet Archive. 












Figure 4.7. D. McClelland, Untitled Map 7, Narrative of Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de 
Vaca, trans. Buckingham Smith (Washington, D.C.: G.W. Riggs, 1851). Internet 
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Rowe Schoolcraft (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 1853), 50. Internet Archive. 
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